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You fear the dismemberment of your being in all the piecework of human 
wishing and knowing, and fail to notice that you yourselves cannot achieve 
wholeness if you reject such large and essential parts of that which ‘has been 
allotted to all mankind’. You seek the indivisibility of man’s being, and yet 
assent to its being torn apart ... 

The philosopher Paul Natorp, in a warning to German youth in 1920° 


* Paul Natorp, ‘Hoffnungen und Gefahren unserer Jugendbewegung’, Werner Kindt 
(ed.), Grundschriften der Deutschen Jugendbewegung (Düsseldorf and Cologne: Eugen 
Diederich, 1963), pp. 129-47, pp. 144-5. 
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Introduction 


Do we need a new biography of the most notorious demagogue of the twentieth 
century? Joseph Goebbels was a man who lived most of his adult life in the full 
glare of publicity, much of it self-created. When, in 1926, he arrived to take 
charge of the Nazi Party in Berlin, he quickly became a controversial public 
figure, delighting in the title of ‘super bandit’ which was bestowed on him by his 
opponents. From 1932 until shortly before his death in 1945 Goebbels was seen 
regularly by German cinema audiences in newsreel film, and his speeches were 
heard by millions of radio listeners. After the Nazi accession to power in 1933 
Goebbels and his growing family were frequently photographed for the German 
press. Internationally Goebbels was indissolubly linked with the mass hysteria 
of Nazi rallies, and with the persecution of the Jews. Well before the collapse 
of the ‘Third Reich’ in 1945, Goebbels’ name and public image had become 
synonymous with the most paradoxical aspects of Nazism, its doctrine of racial 
superiority, its unconcealed aggression towards the outside world, and its huge 
popularity inside Germany. The uniquely shocking circumstances of Goebbels’ 
death, and the decision he took with his wife Magda to kill themselves and all 
six of their children in Hitler’s bunker as the Soviet forces closed in around them, 
have served only to heighten the repugnance he evokes. 

The first biographical study of Goebbels was published in 1933 by a subordinate 
in his own Propaganda Ministry; others who worked under him between 1933 
and 1945 have since produced other accounts of varying quality and reliability. 
The émigré journalist Curt Riess wrote the first post-war biography of Goebbels 
in 1948, and he was followed in 1960 by Roger Manvell and Heinrich Fraenkel, 
who similarly drew extensively on the oral testimony of people who had known 
Goebbels.” The German historian Helmut Heiber, who later performed such 
valuable work in transcribing and publishing Goebbels’ speeches, published a 
more scholarly biography of Goebbels in 1962.? Viktor Reimann’s 1971 biography 
also used many of Goebbels’ published works between 1925 and 1945 to explore 
his ideas in greater detail.* In the meantime ideas about Goebbels and images 
of him have become commonplace. There is hardly a book or documentary 
film about Hitler and the ‘Third Reich’ in which Goebbels does not make a 
cameo appearance. His distinctive appearance, and clichés related both to his 
diminutive stature and to his physical disability, are universally known. He is 
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one of those historical figures whom even reputable historians quote without 
providing a reference, as though statements or actions attributed to him are 
self-evidently accurate.’ 

Our knowledge of Goebbels has been substantially altered though by the 
rediscovery and publication of the diary he kept between 1923 and 1945. 
Fragments of these were published in English translation as early as 1948, and 
other small sections appeared at intervals after this.‘ It was not until the 1980s 
that much larger sections from the original handwritten and dictated diary entries 
were made accessible to scholars, and published.’ A huge project, to transcribe, 
edit, and publish as much as possible of Goebbels’ diary, was started then by the 
Institute for Contemporary History in Munich and the Federal German Archive; it 
was given extra impetus in the early 1990s by the release of microfilmed sections 
of the diary from the Russian State Archive in Moscow, and was completed only 
in 2006. A scholarly edition of 29 volumes, covering the period from October 
1923 to April 1945, is now available.* Much new material has thus come to light 
only very recently, and it is clear that the image of Goebbels which has been 
disseminated since the 1930s, and is now deeply embedded in wider public 
consciousness, is in many respects seriously flawed. Numerous books and articles 
about Goebbels have been published at the same time as more and more of his 
diary has become available - notably the biography by Ralf Georg Reuth - but 
inevitably they have failed to keep pace with the new material.’ 

This extraordinary personal record does not stand in isolation. Goebbels was 
a prolific writer and journalist, and from 1925 onwards he published a stream 
of pamphlets, books, and articles.'° Dozens of his speeches were transcribed and 
published before 1945, and others have been published since then." We can now 
compare, literally day by day, what he was saying and writing in public, with 
the amazingly frank record of his personal and inner life. 

When he started to write his diary, in October 1923, Goebbels was an 
unemployed ex-student, and lived almost as a recluse in his parents’ house. 
He had unfulfilled literary and theatrical ambitions, and imagined himself as a 
cultural critic.'” He had no interest or involvement in party politics, nor could 
he imagine any of the public roles he would assume in the future. His diary 
was first and foremost a record of his inner emotions, his relationship with his 
girlfriend Else Janke, and his relationship with the arts. This included his love 
of and involvement with music, something overlooked by all previous writers 
on Goebbels. Casting himself as the melodramatic personification of a larger 
cultural and spiritual crisis, Goebbels as a young diarist reflected upon his inner 
self in a way which, as a recent historian has noted, is typically only brought 
about by the sustained intervention of a therapist.” In later years, as Goebbels 
moved into public prominence, he used his diary also as a documentary record 
of larger events. The hugely successful publication of an edited section of his 
diary in 1934, and of an earlier account of the ‘struggle for Berlin’ which drew 
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heavily on his diary,'* encouraged Goebbels to develop this side of his writing 
further, and, particularly in the war years, he spent hours every day dictating 
what he thought were events and details of historical note. With his close access 
to Hitler, and to the apparatus of the German state and the Nazi Party, as well as 
to international news media, he was uniquely well-informed. He never lost the 
habit of recording his emotions alongside public and political developments. 
Wherever he went, on business or pleasure - and Goebbels was an exceptionally 
active individual - he still found time to keep his diary. In over twenty years, 
the longest gap in his diary is of twelve days around Christmas 1938, when he 
was physically ill and at a psychological low point. 

How far should we trust the diary of one of the great liars of history? Even as 
a young man, in his autobiographical fiction and in the written ‘memories’ of 
his youth, Goebbels made conscious efforts to mythologize his own life. In 1936 
he concluded a lucrative deal with the Nazi Party publishing house Franz Eher 
for future publication of his diary, and this project was undoubtedly in his mind 
in the years after this. As Propaganda Minister of the ‘Third Reich’ after March 
1933 Goebbels often displayed a brazen contempt for the truth which appalled 
contemporary observers and became the subject of jokes amongst the German 
public. His distortions and misrepresentations became one of the distinguishing 
features of Hitler’s Germany. 

Ironically, Goebbels’ diary is remarkably trustworthy. We should bear in mind 
that the only section published in his lifetime was carefully edited, and that he 
intended to do the same with future publications which in fact never materialized. 
Goebbels actually took great care to record accurately places he went to, with 
times, and details of who was present. When cross-referenced with published and 
unpublished archival material, with newspapers and magazines from inside and 
outside Germany (both supportive of and hostile to the Nazis), with the mass of 
surviving photographs and films, and with the testimony of other witnesses, the 
accuracy of his diary as a factual record is invariably confirmed. It can indeed 
be used to highlight inaccuracies and vagueness in many other contemporary 
accounts, or in memoirs which were compiled years after the event. The diary 
contains many subjective expressions of Goebbels’ judgement on matters large 
and small, and on people and affairs he was involved with, and he is remarkably 
free with his criticisms of others, not just his opponents, but his Nazi colleagues, 
up to and including Hitler. He felt no compulsion to replicate in his diary the 
unqualified faith in ‘final victory’ which he publicly proclaimed up to the last days 
of the Second World War. Indeed, Goebbels’ apprehension about the possibility 
of war is apparent from 1935, and an underlying sense of pessimism is present 
from the moment Germany found itself in a wider conflict with Britain and 
France in September 1939. After the invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941 it is 
not difficult to detect in Goebbels’ diary, under the celebration of successes and 
the pride in German achievements, a growing sense of despair. 
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Goebbels also wrote with extraordinary candour about some of the most 
gruesome Nazi crimes, not least because he did not think of them as crimes, but 
as great or necessary achievements. It is difficult to imagine any future histories 
of the Holocaust which will not rely heavily, as the best recent treatments of 
this subject already do, on key passages from Goebbels’ diary. One example, 
drawn from another area of Nazi racial and economic policy, serves to illustrate 
his alarming frankness. During the trial of surviving Nazi ‘major war criminals’ 
before the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg, the Assistant French 
Prosecutor introduced a document relating to a meeting between Goebbels and 
the then Minister for Justice, Otto Thierack, held in Berlin at 1.00 p.m. on 
14 September 1942, to discuss the treatment of foreign labourers. The document 
presented this summary of part of their discussion: 


Concerning the extermination of asocial elements, Doctor Goebbels is of the 
opinion that the following groups must be exterminated: All Jews and gypsies; 
Poles who have to serve 3 or 4 years penal servitude; Czechoslovakians and 
Germans who have been condemned to death or hard labor for life or placed 
in protective custody. The idea of extermination by work is best." 


One might expect that Goebbels, if he did refer to this meeting in his diary, might 
have been deliberately obscure about the proceedings. This is the relevant part 
of his diary record for that day: 


Thierack wants to resolve the question of asocial elements by putting the 
habitual criminals with the longest penal sentences in punishment companies 
and packing them off to the East. There they will carry out work under the 
harshest conditions. Those who succumb to this work are no great loss. At any 
rate I advise him urgently not to judge simply mechanically and schematically 
by the length of the prison sentence, but to leave room for individual 
judgements here. There are many cases, in which very hard punishments 
must be pronounced, but where we are not however dealing with elements 
that are completely unusable for the life of the state. Thierack represents here 
a very ambitious, also a national socialist viewpoint. I think I will be able to 
work well with him.'® 


Goebbels’ diary is clearly less detailed than the official minutes of the meeting. 
From the position of the passage above in a long entry we can confirm the time 
of the meeting in the middle of the day. Goebbels does not refer to the different 
racial or national groupings mentioned in the minutes, or to the differing scales of 
punishment suggested for them, but he does not conceal the topic of discussion 
— ‘asocial elements’ - or his callous endorsement of the idea of ‘extermination 
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by work’. If on this occasion he suggested that the proposal for ‘extermination’ 
came from Thierack, rather than from him as the minutes of the meeting suggest, 
he was often - as we shall see - happy to identify himself as the proponent of 
the most shocking ideas. 

Goebbels was of course selective in his diary. Frequently he referred to events 
and people in a terse and abbreviated form. Although he wrote in some detail 
about his personal relationships with his girlfriends before 1931, and after that 
about his relationship with his wife Magda, he was reticent about his extra- 
marital affairs. Although these have undoubtedly been exaggerated by almost 
all commentators, we know that in the mid-1930s he had a passionate and 
sustained affair with the actress Lida Baarova. There are only cryptic references 
to this in his diary. Although Goebbels recorded that he quarrelled frequently 
with his wife, he rarely indicates what the subject of these disputes were. Another 
lacuna is Hitler’s relationship with Eva Braun, which Goebbels strangely did not 
mention until 1943.7 Goebbels also did not report uncomplimentary views 
of himself, unless it was to mock them. He was an enormously self-assured 
man, and although as an adolescent and in early adulthood he experienced a 
prolonged period of existential uncertainty, he did not expose his own ideas 
to critical examination. This lack of self-reflection sets his diary as a literary 
creation entirely apart from that of someone like his near contemporary Victor 
Klemperer. Nonetheless, critically interpreted, it is a unique twentieth-century 
record of public events and a private life. 

We know now, for example, that while Goebbels posed for the cameras during 
the huge propaganda spectacle of the Olympic Games in Berlin in 1936, he 
was actually tortured by the discovery that his wife was having an affair with 
another man. We know similarly that while Goebbels publicly celebrated the 
‘union’ with Austria in 1938 as a consummation of German national destiny, 
he privately despised most Austrians, and particularly the Viennese. Although 
these examples suggest that Goebbels was able and willing to manipulate a 
public image as he deemed necessary, the fuller knowledge which we now possess 
confirms that he was not the pure opportunist stereotyped in the academic and 
popular literature on Nazi Germany, but a man of deeply held convictions. After 
years of preoccupation with structural factors, historians of Nazi Germany have 
arrived at a recognition of the importance of individual agency and of ideology. 
Belatedly, some are beginning to realize that leading ideologists, like Goebbels 
-and Hitler himself - may have meant what they said and wrote. The fact that 
so many of their ideas may be fantastic and morally repellent does not absolve 
the historian from the obligation to try to understand them, and the contexts 
in which they arose. 

The diary compels us also to reassess Goebbels’ wider role and significance 
in the history of Nazism and the ‘Third Reich’, above all his relationship with 
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Hitler. Indeed, they provide so much intimate detail of the conversations between 
these two men that Ian Kershaw, writing before the full Goebbels’ diaries were 
available, felt that they - in large part - justified a new biography of Hitler.!8 How 
much more do they justify a new biography of their author! It is clear now that 
Goebbels had a uniquely close relationship with Hitler, one based not only on 
their shared experience of what they called the Kampfzeit or ‘time of struggle’ in 
the later years of the Weimar Republic. On the personal level, both men competed 
for the affections of Magda Quandt in 1931, and when she decided to marry 
Goebbels, the union had Hitler’s blessing. He retained a particular affection for 
her, and the strength of this triangular relationship played no small part in the 
decision of all three to kill themselves in 1945 rather than to face retribution at 
the hands of the Allies. Goebbels and Hitler also shared a pathological hatred of 
the Jews, and their shared discussions of this subject on almost every occasion 
they met have a direct bearing on that most vexed and controversial issue, the 
decision to murder the Jews of Europe. Goebbels must now be placed much closer 
to the heart of this process than was previously thought. 

Goebbels occupies a unique position in the larger history of Nazism. Alone 
amongst the circle of senior Nazis close to Hitler from the 1920s, Goebbels 
became more and more important both to Hitler and to the German public 
as the Second World War changed from a succession of German victories into 
a long attritional struggle, and ended in the trauma of invasion and defeat in 
1945. Several of the ‘old fighters’ close to Hitler, like Röhm and Gregor Strasser, 
died (or were murdered) earlier; others, like Otto Strasser and later Rudolf Hess, 
left Germany. Some, like Göring, Rosenberg, and Ribbentrop, lost their influence 
and retreated into luxury or private fantasy. Heinrich Himmler is one other 
‘old fighter’ who steadily extended his influence and power, but even after he 
was appointed Minister of the Interior in 1943 his activities were confined to 
specific areas, and he was relatively little known to the German public. Martin 
Bormann, a relative latecomer, also extended his power, but he was never more 
than a gatekeeper, and had little influence over decision making. In contrast, 
Goebbels, whose official responsibility from March 1933 as ‘Minister for People’s 
Enlightenment and Propaganda’ suggests no more than a public relations brief, 
constantly sought to enlarge his role, and maintained the close contact with 
ordinary people which had been the hallmark of his style as a politician from 
1924. He saw his own role as Propaganda Minister as one which extended into 
education, the media, and the arts. He meddled constantly with the operation 
of justice and the law inside Germany, and from 1939, across occupied Europe. 
Once the war started he saw himself as the guardian of morale on the German 
home front, and involved himself tirelessly with issues which Hitler neglected, 
such as the provision of housing, food rationing, the regulation of labour, and, 
increasingly, the whole complex of problems which arose from the British (and 
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later American) bombing of German cities. Hitler himself became increasingly 
distant from the German people, living in the isolation of his field headquarters 
in East Prussia, and appeared in public ever more infrequently. By 1943 Goebbels 
had difficulty even getting Hitler to agree to broadcast to the German people. In 
contrast, Goebbels stepped up his popular journalism, his broadcasting, and his 
public speaking. After 1943, as the aerial offensive against Germany intensified, 
he supervised the provision of relief for bombed cities, and made it a point 
of honour to visit them, and to speak in public, often in ruined buildings. He 
did not rely on the comfort of selected audiences and prepared venues, and 
was always willing to improvise speeches, in front of factory workers, or in 
the street or marketplace. He - and his wife Magda - were the recipients of 
a flood of letters from ordinary German people, on subjects large and small, 
complimentary and critical. 

In December 1944, with his field headquarters in East Prussia threatened by 
Soviet troops, Hitler returned to Berlin. From then on, he saw more and more of 
Goebbels, and the two of them retreated further into their self-created world. The 
report prepared for Stalin in 1948 from interrogations of two of Hitler’s closest 
adjutants, and only recently made accessible, is absolutely clear about this final 
period, stating: ‘Hitler received him [Goebbels] daily and discussed every question 
with him for hours on end.’ In a subsequent passage, the report continues: ‘He 
[Goebbels] had enormous influence over Hitler, and in the last weeks of the war 
enjoyed his unlimited trust.” At the very end, when all the other senior Nazis 
around Hitler fled, Goebbels alone chose suicide with him, and - again with his 
wife - took the decision to kill their children as well, all of them too young to 
have had any responsibility for the crimes their parents were implicated in. 

Goebbels was not (and we shall see that this was a problem for him) one of 
Hitler’s earliest supporters. He played no part in the early development of the 
Nazi Party in Munich before 1924. From shortly after his first involvement with 
the Party, in 1924, until his suicide in 1945, Goebbels was at the heart of its 
affairs. He probably knew more about domestic and international developments 
between 1933 and 1945 than anyone else in Germany. Thanks to his diary, we 
can now trace Goebbels’ involvement in and his view of these developments, 
and see how they related to his personal life. 

Most biographies follow a roughly chronological path, but separate areas 
of their subject’s life for convenience. Frequently they look ahead and judge 
events in the light of later developments. This makes it easier to structure a 
narrative, but presents a false view. All men and women, and Goebbels was no 
exception, actually experience their lives as a continuously unfolding whole. 
They conduct their working lives at the same time as their personal and family 
relationships; they cannot choose when to experience illness or good health, 
and even politicians in positions of power find that they are all too frequently 
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at the mercy of events rather than in control of them. They can try to judge the 
potential effects of their actions, but they cannot be sure of them. The salient 
events in the rise of Nazism, the years of relative peace in Germany from 1933 to 
1939, and the subsequent course of the Second World War, are so well known to 
us that it is difficult to avoid imposing elements of hindsight when constructing a 
narrative of events around Goebbels’ life. Ihave tried nonetheless to follow, as far 
as possible, a strictly chronological path in this biography, blending what we can 
discern of his inner life, his relationships with literature, music, and nature, with 
women and male associates, with his outer life, from his schooldays, through a 
difficult and prolonged adolescence, to his emergence as a radical political speaker 
in 1924 and his subsequent engagement with the Nazi Party. Given the layers of 
mystification and deliberate deceit which have been embedded in the secondary 
literature on Goebbels from the 1920s onwards, I have sought at all times to base 
this account on reliable primary sources. Although reference is made to Goebbels’ 
work as a propagandist, and to his involvement as Propaganda Minister with the 
control of the arts in Nazi Germany, these aspects of his working life are not my 
central focus.” Inevitably, given the vast range of domestic and international 
affairs with which Goebbels was involved, I have had to be selective, and readers 
will find specialist literatures on many of the separate incidents and themes 
touched upon here. Nor is this intended as a definitive study. Given the vast 
amounts of available material, published and unpublished, relating to Goebbels, 
it would be straightforwardly possible to conduct more detailed studies of any 
number of topics concerning him. Many aspects of his life will become clearer 
with future work. 

Joseph Goebbels is presented here as a human being, albeit one who moved 
from provincial obscurity to public fame and notoriety. The reader will find here 
no attempt to ‘rehabilitate’ him, nor to relativize the nature or extent of his 
misdeeds. Goebbels was a man who preached hatred of his enemies, and took 
pleasure in dealing harshly with individuals who crossed him, whether, early 
in his career, in the rowdy milieu of a crowded and smoky meeting, in a street 
brawl, or later in his position as a government minister. He openly advocated the 
extermination of the Jews, and felt no shame or embarrassment in arguing that 
others should be literally worked to death. He tirelessly advocated the harshest 
punishments for those in occupied Europe who resisted Nazi authority, and for 
those German citizens who broke the law, often in seemingly trivial ways. A 
mordant sarcasm was the hallmark of his public speaking throughout his career. 
But Goebbels was also a devoted father, a lover of literature, poetry, music, 
and landscape. He was a very competent administrator, and a talented writer. 
Although we may be horrified by the content of his speeches, and by the ideas 
he propagated with such vigour, there is no doubt that he was one of the most 
gifted public speakers of the twentieth century. Until the last days of the war he 


Introduction 9 


was - if by no means universally popular - one Nazi leader with whom many 
soldiers, workers, and housewives felt a genuine bond. By any standards his 
life was an extraordinary one. Now that we are in a position to dispel many of 
the myths and misunderstandings which surround Goebbels, it is time to try 
to understand him better. In doing so we may also gain new insights into the 
short-lived ‘Third Reich’. 


1 


‘This Awful Waiting’ 


A wild yearning for strong feelings burns inside me, for sensations, a fury 
against this faded, flat, normal, and sterile life. Ihave amad impulse to smash 
something, a department store perhaps, or a cathedral, or myself, to commit 
outrages, to pull off the wigs of a few revered idols, to provide a few rebellious 
schoolboys with the longed-for tickets to Hamburg, to seduce a little girl, or 
to stand one or two representatives of the bourgeois order on their heads. 
For what I always hated and detested and cursed most inwardly was this 
contentment, this healthiness and cosiness, this carefully preserved optimism 
of the middle classes, this fat and prosperous brood of the mediocre, the 
normal, the average. 

Hermann Hesse, The Steppenwolf, 1927! 


There was little in the outward childhood of Paul Joseph Goebbels to suggest 
the huge influence he would subsequently exert on twentieth-century history. 
He was born on 29 October 1897 in the small manufacturing town of Rheydt, 
which lies some 25 kilometres west of Dtisseldorf, and 35 kilometres east of the 
Dutch frontier. Rheydt adjoins the larger town of Mönchen-Gladbach, and both 
are close to the industrial area of the Ruhr, which lies on the eastern side of the 
River Rhine. In the late nineteenth century, fuelled by the rapid expansion of 
German industry, Rheydt’s population was increasing rapidly, and a new town 
hall, completed in 1896, symbolized local pride and economic achievement. 
Goebbels’ father, Friedrich, or ‘Fritz’, was a clerk in a small firm; his mother 
Katherina, was, according to Goebbels’ early biographers, ‘a simple woman of 
little education’.* Both parents were devout Roman Catholics, and models of 
respectability. Goebbels had two older brothers, Konrad and Hans, and two 
younger sisters, Elisabeth and Maria. When Joseph was still an infant, his parents 
were able to move to their own terraced house close to the centre of Rheydt, 
within walking distance of its railway station and the red-brick Church of St 
Mary. The most remarkable thing most can find to say of Goebbels’ childhood 
is to repeat anecdotes about his disability, and how resentment about this fed 
into his adult development. 
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1. The house in 
Dahlemer Strasse, 
Rheydt, where 
Goebbels was brought 
up as a child and lived 
with his parents until 
1924. Goebbels wrote 
that ‘as if by a miracle’ 
it survived the British 
bombing of the city 
on 1 September 1943; 
the houses originally 
to either side of it 
were destroyed. (TBJG, 
1 September 1943, TIL, 
9, p. 399.) 





Our knowledge of this German childhood is though very speculative, and much 
of it has an anecdotal quality, inevitably, since it has been passed down orally.’ 
We know that the young Joseph Goebbels suffered from an infantile paralysis of 
the right foot, and that after years of difficulty, his foot was operated on, unsuc- 
cessfully, in 1907. After this, he walked with a noticeable limp. It is reasonable 
to assume that he suffered insults from other children, and, in a society which 
exalted strong military virtues, that this might have caused particular anxiety. At 
any rate, Goebbels from a very young age was solitary and reclusive, keeping his 
own company, and becoming an intensive reader. In an account of his childhood 
and youth written in the summer of 1924, Goebbels himself described his life 


12 Joseph Goebbels 


after the operation on his foot: ‘Childhood from then on pretty joyless. I could 
no longer join in the games of others. Became a solitary, lone wolf.’* 

This was an extraordinarily austere childhood, stamped by Roman Catholic 
piety and a rigorous adherence to Prussian values of thrift, discipline, and hard 
work.’ Literally every pfennig was counted in the household accounting, and 
from an early age Joseph was chosen as the child most likely to fulfil his parents’ 
dreams of upward social mobility. This parental favour derived partly from his 
disability, but was also due to the academic and artistic potential he displayed 
from an early age. As he neared adolescence, his parents took two notable steps: 
after scrimping and saving, they bought a piano for him to learn on, and in 
1908 they entered him for the local Gymnasium, or grammar school. Goebbels 
later recounted how the neighbours all came out to watch as the piano was 
brought into the house, wondering where the Goebbels family had found the 
money for this ‘symbol of education and prosperity’. The piano was installed 
in the parlour - which was otherwise reserved for important occasions or for 
respectable visitors - and young Joseph was now allowed to enter the room 
every day. In the winter months, if we are to believe his later reminiscence, he 
sat there playing the piano in a coat, hat, and scarf, only able to read the music 
if there was sufficient moonlight.° 

At the Gymnasium, Goebbels was an unusually intense student, and he did 
exceptionally well, particularly in languages, the arts, and in history, where 
he was brought up on the nationalistic narratives consolidated since 1871 in 
the German educational system. His school reports, uncluttered with today’s 
educational jargon, consistently described his progress in most subjects as ‘good’ 
or ‘very good’.’ From childhood Goebbels was a voracious reader, and from a 
young age he became also a writer. Significantly, his earliest surviving poem, 
written in 1912 when he was 15, is about ‘the dead friend’ who has departed 
life too early, leaving the author alone and without hope: 


Here I stand by the funeral bier 
And look upon your cold limbs. 
You were my friend, yes, the true friend 
Whom I held dearest in my life. 


You had to take your leave from me so early 
Leave life, which waved to you, 

Leave the world with its joys, 

Leave hope, which signalled to you.® 


Goebbels’ schooldays were interrupted by the outbreak of war in 1914. Unlike 
other young men and schoolboys of his age, including his two older brothers, 
Goebbels was not able to serve in the ranks; he had to stay at home while they 
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experienced the growing horror of the fighting on different fronts. According 
to his early biographers, after being rejected by the army on account of his 
disability, Goebbels withdrew into his room for several days, unable to bear 
the rejection and humiliation.? Whether this is true or not, over the next few 
years, his lack of what became known in Germany as the Fronterlebnis (front 
experience), the shared experience of war, marked him out from many of his 
gender and generation. His family shared the intense anxiety common over all 
Europe in the first years of war. Both older sons served on the Western Front, and 
Hans was captured by the French in 1916; it was five years before he returned to 
Rheydt. More tragically, Goebbels’ sister Elisabeth died from tuberculosis at the 
age of twelve in 1915. The already austere tone of the Goebbels household was 
intensified by personal tragedy and material hardship. 

As he grew up, Goebbels was intellectually conservative: he drank in ideas, 
lapping up the commonplace assumptions and prejudices of Wilhelmine Germany, 
steeped in the inflated, melodramatic language of Romanticism, and, after 1914, 
laced with platitudes about war, heroism, and final victory. He developed an 
intense nationalism, and words like Volk, Vaterland, and Deutschland, began to 
take on in his mind the elevated, mystical qualities they later assumed in Nazi 
discourse. He accepted without reserve that Germany was fighting a justified, 
defensive struggle for survival against remorseless enemies on all sides. Like 
many, he developed a faith in the idea of a ‘people’s community’ or Volks- 
gemeinschaft, which would emerge from the crucible of war, uniting different 
social classes in a common national purpose. For many young German men, 
the Volksgemeinschaft was an ideal briefly realized in the trenches, where class, 
regional, and confessional differences were renounced and replaced by bonds 
of manly comradeship. Goebbels obviously did not experience this but he did 
share in the other great, albeit temporary realization of the Volksgemeinschaft, 
the (subsequently mythologized) passion of August 1914 when Germans of all 
parties and all areas of society stood united against their enemies in a spirit of 
patriotic dedication and sacrifice. 

From his early teens, Goebbels was a prolific writer. He wrote stories, verse 
plays, and poetry; his early personal letters had a self-consciously literary quality, 
which was heightened by the circumstances of war. He wrote to the family of his 
friend Fritz Prang in 1918 on hearing of the death of Fritz’s brother: 


Hans was a true and loyal comrade. What drew me to him particularly and 
will always make me proud to have known him, was his pure and unspotted 
character, his truly noble attitude, and his unspoiled way of life, even though 
in a restrained and yet virile way he was not the type to conquer hearts in 
a flash. He certainly did something more precious: he knew how to win the 
hearts of his friends for ever in hours of quiet communion ...'° 
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In March 1917, Goebbels was chosen to give the valedictory address to his class 
before leaving the Gymnasium. He spoke of ‘that great Germany upon which the 
entire world gazes with fear and admiration’, and concluded with a peroration 
which displays some of the hallmarks of his later style: 


And Thou, Germany, mighty Fatherland, Thou sacred land of our fathers, stand 
fast, stand fast in Thy hour of need and death. Thou has shown Thy heroic 
strength and shalt go forth victorious from the final struggle ... We do not 
fear for thee. We trust in the everlasting God, Whose will it is that Right shall 
prevail, and in Whose hand the future lies ... God bless our Fatherland." 


Goebbels went almost immediately to university, enrolling as a student in 
Bonn in April 1917. Over the next few years, he studied briefly there, in Freiburg, 
Würzburg, Munich, and in Heidelberg, taking courses in history, literature, 
philology, and art. (Later he wrote of Freiburg: ‘Here I lived, loved, and suffered.’!) 
His family could not afford to support him away from home, and he relied 
heavily on loans from a Catholic charitable society to pay for his board and 
lodgings. This was an unusual time for a young man to be at university, as the 
war intensified. To the shock of most people at home, the German effort collapsed 
in October and November 1918. When the armistice was agreed, by which time 
the Kaiser had abdicated, and a Republic had been proclaimed, Goebbels was in 
the small Baroque town of Würzburg, from where he wrote to his schoolfriend 
Fritz Prang: 


Don’t you feel that the time will come again when people will yearn for 
intellectual and spiritual values rather than brutal mass appeal? Let us also 
wait for that moment, and meanwhile persevere in steeling our brains for the 
tasks then awaiting us. It is bitter enough to have lived through those dark 
hours of our Fatherland, but who knows if one day it might not profit us after 
all. The way I see it, Germany has certainly lost the war, but our Fatherland 
may well turn out the winner.” 


Already, several enduring characteristics of Goebbels’ thought, speaking, and 
writing, are clear: an emotional, fervent style, at once seemingly open, revealing, 
and appelatory; a bombastic use of language; a passionate nationalism, confused 
with religious sentiment; and an alarming lack of any sense of critical doubt. 
Even at this early stage, Goebbels, and many like him, had identified ‘the Jews’ 
as the enemies of Germany. Writing later of a meeting of staff and students in 
the university in Würzburg at the end of the war, Goebbels stressed that Jews 
were excluded from the proceedings.'* 

The immediate post-war years were formative in Goebbels’ life. This was the 
time in which his view of the world, his philosophy, his religion (or lack of it), 
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his understanding of history and the arts, his relationship with nature and with 
society, what he would have called his Weltanschauung (or ‘world-view’), was 
crystallizing. It was for him an intensely paradoxical period, in which he was 
often depressed, alone, and in poverty. It was a particularly difficult time for 
young men, when prospects of employment were poor. Many were in any case 
already dislocated by the experience of war, and when demobilized they were 
thrown on a labour market disrupted by growing inflation. Just before Christmas 
1918 Goebbels’ father wrote anxiously to his son about developments in Rheydt, 
where a curfew had been imposed by occupying Belgian soldiers: ‘Here a bitter, 
evil time is starting.’ He urged his son to come home if necessary." Allied troops 
were to remain in parts of the west bank of the Rhine until 1930. All over 
Germany there were strikes, riots, and social disturbances. Communist risings 
in several cities were suppressed by armed, uniformed bands of former soldiers, 
the Freikorps. Individual leaders were murdered. From the right, a military coup 
in 1920, the Kapp Putsch, initiated a period in which many nationalistic and 
militaristic groups formed in German cities, notably in Munich, where Goebbels 
spent the winter of 1920/21. Strikingly, Goebbels at this stage of his life was 
not involved with politics. He had no connection with the Nazi Party while 
in Munich. Despite this detachment, he could not help but see changes and 
disturbances all around him. When he went home for the first time after the 
war in January 1919, he had to travel through a British checkpoint at Cologne; 
trying to get back to Freiburg a few weeks later, he was allowed through a control 
point at Ludwigshafen by a black French soldier. He stood aloof from all political 
movements, adopting the pose of an observer. Significantly, even though he had 
no interest in any party politics, or in the proceedings of political groups, he did 
develop a growing, unfocused anti-capitalism. 

For several years after leaving school in 1917, Goebbels went through a 
prolonged crisis of identity. The psychoanalyst and historian Erik Erikson, 
analysing a very different young man in an earlier period of German history, 
wrote a passage which is highly relevant: 


In some young people, in some classes, at some periods in history, this crisis 
will be minimal; in other people, classes, and periods, the crisis will be clearly 
marked off as a critical period, a kind of ‘second birth’, apt to be aggravated either 
by widespread neuroticisms or by pervasive ideological unrest. Some young 
individuals will succumb to this crisis in all manner of neurotic, psychotic, or 
delinquent behaviour; others will resolve it through participation in ideological 
movements passionately concerned with religion or politics, nature or art. Still 
others, although suffering and deviating dangerously through what appears to 
be a prolonged adolescence, eventually come to contribute an original bit to 
an emerging style of life: the very danger which they have sensed has forced 
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them to mobilize capacities to see and say, to dream and plan, to design and 
construct, in new ways.'® 


It was to be several years before the young Joseph Goebbels was to complete 
his ‘second birth’, and to find ‘an emerging style of life’ to which he could 
contribute his own remarkable energies. In the meantime, both his sense of 
personal suffering and his intellectual understanding of the troubled world 
around him were heightened by his friendship with Richard Flisges, a former 
schoolmate from the Rhineland. Flisges was from a farming family, had served 
at the front, been decorated, and returned wounded in mind and body. After 
failing his university exams, Flisges was forced to work as a labourer. Goebbels 
idealized Flisges, coming to see him as a heroic representative of three creative 
German archetypes, the soldier, the artist, and the worker. He even copied the way 
Flisges dressed, adopting the trench coat which later became almost a signature 
garment. Flisges and Goebbels had a shared literary outlook, nursing ambitions 
to write, and acommon nationalism, passionate and increasingly angry. Both saw 
themselves as outcasts, unable to conform to the demands of a corrupt modern 
society. Flisges, who has been described as ‘an anarchist’, introduced Goebbels 
to the literature of Marxism, and more importantly to the Russian novelist 
Dostoyevsky. Together, Goebbels and Flisges worked up a passionate hatred for 
the state of contemporary Germany, riven by internal strife, and oppressed by 
its enemies, which they identified as ‘international Jewry’. They linked this 
perception of German suffering with their own failure to find appropriate work 
or recognition, and cast themselves in their imagination as heroic fighters against 
a cruel destiny.” 

Goebbels had two clear centres to his otherwise vague beliefs, a passionate 
sense of nationalism, and a developing concern with class divisions, with what 
would now be called social justice. In the autumn of 1918, he had written a 
verse drama, Judas Iscariot, in which he sought to cast the traitor Judas as a 
heroic figure. This had led to a difficult confrontation with his parish priest, 
Johannes Mollen, who asked him to destroy the manuscript. Over the next year, 
influenced by Flisges and the literature he was being introduced to, Goebbels 
lost any Roman Catholic faith that he might earlier have had, a cause of great 
concern to his father.'® In a letter written in November 1919, Fritz Goebbels 
anxiously posed two questions to his son: ‘Have you written, or do you intend 
to write books which do not accord with the Catholic religion? Do you intend 
to take up a profession, in which Catholics do not participate?’ In the same 
letter, Fritz Goebbels tried to reassure his son that all young people experienced 
doubt, and wrote about this in language uncannily reminiscent of that which 
his son would use in later years: ‘Here also one comes only to victory through 
struggle.’ We do not know how Goebbels answered his father’s questions, but 
he never returned to the Catholic faith. 
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The young Goebbels was still a voracious reader and lover of music, and 
through his university years and afterwards, he steeped himself in German 
culture. He was a huge admirer of Goethe, and of the nineteenth-century novelist 
Wilhelm Raabe, from whose work he took his pen-name of ‘Ulex’. His doctoral 
dissertation, written for Heidelberg University in 1921, was on a little-known 
nineteenth-century writer, Wilhelm von Schütz.” All writers on Goebbels have 
picked up on his vanity in using his doctoral title in later years - although he 
would indeed have been unusual in Germany in the 1920s and 1930s if he had 
not insisted on this - but what is more striking today is how little influence his 
disjointed formal studies appear to have had on his intellectual development. 
He appears to have been far more influenced by his private reading, and by the 
views of his closest friends. 

Alongside this developing artistic and intellectual consciousness, there 
were significant developments in Goebbels’ emotional and sexual life. Most 
importantly, in May 1918, at Freiburg University he met and fell in love with 
fellow student Anka Stalherm. She was not his first girlfriend, but this was his 
first important relationship with women. For all that biographers and historians 
have pictured Goebbels as a young man filled with repressed hatred because 
of his disability, he was clearly very able to attract women of his own age. 
From the age of 15 (when he retrospectively recorded his ‘first love with Maria 
Liffers’’'), he was more or less continuously involved with one or more women 
in intimate relationships. His whole mood and outlook fluctuated in sympathy 
with the changing fortunes of these relationships, which were invariably stormy, 
interrupted by difficulties with money, and beset with jealousy and misunder- 
standings. Goebbels’ relationship with Anka Stalherm was characterized, like 
those that followed, by alternating periods of blissful happiness and bitter 
reproach. Most commentators on Goebbels single out his fascination for beautiful 
women, and typically highlight how, in his later life, he would abuse his position 
of power to gain their sexual favour, but this is to simplify hopelessly. As a young 
man his relationships with women also had other dimensions. His girlfriends, 
as well as being objects of unfulfilled sexual longing, were sounding boards for 
his passionate, strongly articulated but incoherent views on life and art. The 
women he was most closely involved with as a young man, that is to say Anka 
Stalherm and Else Janke, were, fortunately for them, strong-minded and capable, 
and both succeeded in keeping him at arm’s length. 

If the young Goebbels could be charming and captivating, there was a less 
attractive side to his character which became evident during these years, and which 
he inflicted upon all around him. Goebbels came to maturity in a disjointed time, 
and he found himself entirely lacking in purpose. He had a strongly developed 
sense of his own intelligence and insight, but was painfully aware after finishing 
his university studies in 1921 that he did not know what to do with himself. 
He developed a huge sense of frustration, and of resentment, seeing himself as 
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a personification of the larger suffering inflicted on the German people. At its 
worst this resentment shaded into hatred, a hatred which was, like Goebbels’ 
passionate longings, incredibly unfocused. Like many others in Germany at 
this time, he was coming to see ‘the Jews’ as the source of all evil. Most writers 
on Goebbels have highlighted his resentment against individual Jews, like the 
publisher Rudolf Mosse in Cologne, who rejected his application for employment 
in 1923, or his doctoral sponsor in Heidelberg, Professor Gundolf, but in his 
actual writing Goebbels rarely mentioned individual Jews. Typically, he wrote 
impersonally about ‘the Jews’, or ‘international Jewry’, or ‘the Jewish spirit’. 

Anka Stalherm came from a well-off family in Recklinghausen in the Ruhr, and 
it appears that they disapproved of her relationship with this penniless student. 
Nonetheless, for two years Goebbels and Anka continued their love affair. In 
the summer of 1920, while both were studying in Heidelberg, Anka, perhaps 
repelled by Goebbels’ increasingly strident anti-capitalism, left him for another 
man, Georg Mumme. Typically, Goebbels believed that the collapse of their affair 
was a consequence of international capitalism’s exploitation of Germany, which 
highlighted their different class backgrounds, writing to her: ‘Don’t you see that 
our love has become a victim of this rotten state of affairs?’?? When Goebbels, 
accompanied by his friend Flisges, pursued Anka, she and Mumme engaged a 
lawyer to tell him to desist, and to return all her gifts and letters.” Goebbels was 
left in suicidal despair. He had to return home to Rheydt, where his gloom was 
consolidated by reading Oswald Spengler. Later he wrote of this time, calling 
Anka a ‘murderer’: ‘Pessimism. Doubt. I no longer believe in anything.” The 
time spent with Anka left Goebbels with indelible, frequently bitter, feelings. For 
years afterwards, he wrote poems about her, and referred to her in his diary, his 
memory triggered by places they had been in together, by experiences they had 
shared, or by other women who reminded him of her. Often he dreamed about 
her at night. In 1928 he wrote: ‘A person has one great love in a life. Everything 
else is an illusion or an affair. Mine is called Anka.’ 

After successfully completing his doctorate in Heidelberg in November 1921, 
Goebbels had to live in the family home in Rheydt for the next few years. He had 
no regular income, and could not afford to live elsewhere. His sense of personal 
failure was compounded by sexual frustration, and an acute consciousness of 
what a disappointment he was to his parents. Goebbels earned a few marks 
here and there for occasional private tutoring, and in 1923 he worked for some 
months at the Dresdner Bank in nearby Cologne. After initially commuting to 
and from Rheydt, he briefly stayed in digs in Cologne. He could not submit 
to the demands of a full-time but unfulfilling job, and was unsuited tempera- 
mentally to the tedium of routine administrative work. His observation of the 
workings of a large bank as inflation soared out of control in Germany fuelled 
his growing anti-Semitism and anti-capitalism. In many respects Goebbels seems 
an archetypal representative of what Detlev Peukert, in his analysis of Weimar 
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Germany, called the ‘superfluous generation’, born too late or otherwise unable 
to fight in the war, and psychologically unfitted for life in peacetime.” This was 
an intensely difficult time for a German nationalist in his mid-twenties. Goebbels 
lacked a clear direction, but knew that he was energetic and talented. He felt 
keenly the stigma of poverty as well as its practical consequences. In addition 
to the humiliating confinement to his family home, with all its restrictions, he 
was unable to keep up with the social life of his women friends. His hatred for 
capitalism had been one cause of his break-up with Anka Stalherm, and financial 
difficulties played a part in his next important relationship. 

In 1922 Goebbels began an intimate friendship with Else Janke, a young 
schoolteacher in Rheydt who had known the Goebbels family for some time. 
Just as with Anka, Goebbels fell passionately in love with Else Janke, and her 
companionship was one of the few bright stars in a dismal firmament as he 
sat unemployed at home. Early in 1923, Goebbels learnt that Else had a Jewish 
mother, and this soured his earlier feelings for her. He was reading the work of 
Houston Stewart Chamberlain, which posed an opposition between a creative, 
Aryan (or German) race, and a destructive Jewish race. Wherever Goebbels looked, 
at the economy, at the arts, or international relations, he saw evidence of this 
antagonism. Nonetheless, he could not but respond to Else’s concern for him, and 
her many small acts of kindness in a time when he was frequently depressed. 

Goebbels had by this time developed a sense of himself as an artist. In addition 
to many poems, he had now written three completed plays, as well as an autobio- 
graphical novel with the title Michael Voorman’s Youth. None of his plays had been 
produced on the stage and neither his novel nor his poetry had been published. 
He was allowed in October 1922 to give a talk on German literature at a technical 
school in Rheydt,” and he had a few small articles published in local newspapers, 
but got no further than that. Already Goebbels had developed a characteristic 
pattern of hectic creativity alternating with sluggish passivity. While creative he 
wrote for hours on end, and the positive, life-affirming, idealistic side of his nature 
came to the fore. Once he had finished a particular writing project, he lapsed into 
inactivity and depression, consoled in his melancholy only by the thought of 
Anka, or Else, and by the arts. His deepening sense of tragedy was quickened by 
the increasingly desperate state of Germany in 1923, and the obvious failure of 
his own efforts as a writer. In January 1923 the whole of the Ruhr was occupied 
by the French and the Belgians in an effort to extract reparations payments in 
kind from the Germans, and the passive resistance mounted by the population 
there added to the already great economic hardship. 

In July 1923 came the news that Richard Flisges had been killed in a mining 
accident in Bavaria, an incident construed by Goebbels as both conspiratorial 
and symbolic. As the inflation in Germany came to a head, Goebbels decided 
to leave his menial job at the Dresdner Bank. Later he wrote that after Flisges’ 
death he was ‘alone in the world’. There was ‘chaos in Germany’. Cruelly, he 


20 Joseph Goebbels 


wrote that ‘Else doesn’t understand me’, even though he spent a happy time on 
holiday with her on the island of Baltrum in August 1923. On his return, he 
was dismissed from the bank and, with no money, had no choice but to return 
to Rheydt. 

Confined again to the family home, with long hours to fill, and keenly aware 
of his parents’ anxiety, Goebbels began to keep a diary, using a notebook which 
Else had given him. He had as a teenager sometimes kept a diary, but had not 
maintained this systematically. In the summer of 1924, by which time he had been 
conscientiously writing his diary for almost a year, he wrote a long reminiscence 
of his childhood and youth, and he described how he came to start his diary in 
the difficult circumstances of October 1923: ‘I can’t bear the agony any longer. I 
have to write the bitterness out of my heart. Else gives me a book for daily use.’ 
This retrospective use of the present tense was artificial, but his determination 
to write was real, and with his first entry, on 17 October 1923, Goebbels began 
a habit which he maintained until his death in 1945. In his first entry, he put 
his feelings for Else at the centre of his emotional life, already cast in a heroic 
mode, and juxtaposed this with an observation on Germany: 


Yesterday Else gave me this book, and therefore I want to start it right away 
with her name. What else could I begin today without her? 

You Beloved, you Goodness! You pick me up and always give me new courage, 
when I doubt myself. I can not express what gratitude I owe to you. 

How miserable it is today to take a walk through the streets of the town. 
Groups of the unemployed stand on all corners, debating and speculating. It 
is a time to laugh and to cry.’ 


The diaries are such an important source for our knowledge of Goebbels that 
their construction merits some analysis. When he started keeping a diary in 
1923, Goebbels was totally obscure. He could have had no idea of how this 
record would later be seen and used. He was nonetheless aware of the diary as 
a literary form, and wrote his with considerable artifice. His day-to-day entries 
have a clear narrative form, with himself cast as a romantic hero at the centre 
of an epic struggle. He reflects on his own emotional and artistic development, 
and expresses this largely through world-historical observations, combined with 
artistic criticism. At times in the first few months of the diaries he breaks off 
from his carefully ordered prose, and includes a poem. These poems are cast in 
the characteristic mode of Romanticism, mixing yearning, suffering, and pathos 
with nature worship and a diffused religious sense. 

Writing a diary quickly became a kind of therapy for this troubled young 
man, and several historians have commented on how extraordinarily candid and 
revealing Goebbels was, particularly in his early years as a diarist. The editor of 
the now complete edition of his diaries has argued that Goebbels used his diary as 
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a ‘substitute confessional’, supporting this with reference to entries in which he 
himself used this kind of language, and to his expressed wish to render account 
of himself in his diary, but this must be qualified.?' Goebbels did frequently, in 
his early years as a diarist, include himself in excoriating general condemnations 
of mankind, and he did recognize that he was frequently unkind and unfair to 
Else, but he did not subject his own intellectual views, or his rancorous prejudices, 
to any sustained critical analysis. 

Notably, in the first few months of the diary, Goebbels displays very little 
interest in day-to-day politics. He writes at length and in the most general way 
about the state of Germany, of Europe, and of the world; he anxiously notes 
the depths Germany is cast into, and sometimes, in a strikingly detached way, 
refers to specific disturbances, but he has virtually no interest in the details 
of party politics or of elections. He comments, but only in the broadest way, 
on great social questions like the relationship between the sexes, or between 
capital and labour. Not surprisingly, given that he was more or less stuck in 
Rheydt, travelling no further than to nearby towns, the doings of the German 
government in Berlin appear remote, and are almost never alluded to. More 
surprisingly, given Goebbels’ later involvement with the mass media, he displays 
no interest in newspapers or journalistic discourse. There was at this time no 
radio, and Goebbels went only rarely to the cinema.” He lived largely in his 
own imagination. His first diary entry combines the different strands which 
clearly dominated his imagination, and set a pattern which he followed for 
the next two years. After writing about Else, he mused about the parlous state 
of contemporary poetry, unable - in his view - to voice the cry of the German 
people in their suffering, and continued: 


Europe is a great spiritual problem. The economic only swims on the surface. 
Otherwise all would have been sorted out long ago. However, under the surface, 
the great spiritual powers are in a struggle with one another. That which is 
younger, and stronger and more certain of victory will triumph, even if at the 
moment it succumbs. 

In this problem of Europe lies the old, holy, Russia. A land which I have the 
deepest honour for without actually knowing it first-hand. Russia is past and 
future, only no present. The Russian present is only a soapy lather, the heavy 
lye is underneath. The solution to the great Russian enigma is incubating in 
the Russian earth. The spirit of a great man, Dostoyevsky, hovers over the still, 
dreaming land of Russia. If Russia awakes, then the world will see a wonder. 
Ex oriente lux.” 


The shift to Latin for an aphoristic conclusion was a device frequently used 
by Goebbels. At this stage of his life he was preoccupied with this idea that 
Russia represented the future, that a mystical folk community embodying the 


22 Joseph Goebbels 


qualities Goebbels derived from his reading of Dostoyevsky would ‘awaken’ 
there. He also read Tolstoy and Gogol, and they buttressed this fervour without 
supplanting Dostoyevsky in his pantheon of artistic greatness. This involvement 
with Russian literature was one of few significant excursions Goebbels made 
outside traditional ‘German’ culture. Another was Shakespeare: like most 
educated Germans, Goebbels knew several Shakespeare plays in translation, 
and he frequently referred to him in the same breath as his other favourites, 
Goethe and Dostoyevsky. 

A second strand of Goebbels’ artistic outlook, displayed in his first diary entry, 
was his discontent with the state of contemporary German culture. He wrote that 
the last giants of German literature, Gerhard Hauptmann and Thomas Mann, had 
lost any relevance to German youth. Oswald Spengler, whose Decline ofthe West 
had greatly impressed Goebbels, he thought was Thomas Mann’s brother in spirit, 
and Goebbels linked his own situation with this larger cultural pessimism: ‘Tt is a 
terrible agony’, he wrote, ‘to stand on the grave of his [Spengler’s] culture.’ In a 
self-pitying and self-dramatizing vein which was a constant feature of the early 
diaries, he lamented that there was no place in this degraded world for someone 
like him: ‘The deepest cause of my agony is that I have no home [Heimat].’ 

In this mood, he then turned to the dead Richard Flisges, addressing him as 
if he were present: 


How often already have I yearned for you since you went away, dear friend 
Richard? You were so much to me. You were happier than me, because you 
were more carefree. I had only one friend, and that was you. You understood 
me, without my having to say anything. You had a connection with the old 
Mother Earth. From this you drew your lordly powers. It was so beautiful to 
see the powers of nature playing in you. I believe it was good for you, that 
you went on ahead. 

What a good Fate it was that bestowed death upon you as you were working, 
while working amongst the people of the Volk. That is surely a sign.** 


Since Goebbels used the word ‘Volk’ from the first entry in his diary, frequently 
in other compound nouns, or in its adjectival and adverbial forms, it is worth 
exploring what he meant by it. Even at this early stage, before he had attached 
himself to an interest group or party, he clearly subscribed to the beliefs of the 
völkisch philosophy in Germany. The concept of the Volk, and the central ideas 
of völkisch thought have been subjected to minute analysis by historians and 
linguists. The most convincing understandings are those which recognize the 
Volk as an idealized construction, an example of one of Benedict Anderson’s 
‘imagined communities’, or, as George Mosse put it, ‘a metaphysical entity, an 
eternal and unchanging ideal’.*S Kurt Sontheimer describes the Volksgemeinschaft, 
the community of the Volk, as ‘something organic, something mystical’.*° 
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In this construction, the German Volk was a community linked by shared 
inheritance and physical characteristics. Given that Goebbels himself was not tall, 
blond-haired, or blue-eyed, it is unsurprising that he tended to stress more the 
imagined mental characteristics of the Volk, thus a nobility of character, a deep 
spiritual capacity for artistic experience and expression, and a heroic bearing in 
the face of adversity. For someone like Goebbels, who had no direct experience 
of many parts of Germany, let alone of foreign countries, any conception of ‘the 
German people’ was necessarily vague, and in the early years of his diary he never 
went beyond the most loose, dithyrambic descriptions of the Volk. Critical to this 
understanding of the Volk is some kind of binary opposite, another group against 
which the Volk can be defined, and here we encounter an increasingly vicious 
side of the young Goebbels. He had since his teenage years identified the Jews 
as the enemy of the German Volk, and by 1923 this had become an obsession. 
Intriguingly, Goebbels rarely singled out in his diary as enemies, or oppositions to 
the German people, the victors of the First World War, the British, the French, or 
the Americans. He appears to have been equally uninterested in the daily confron- 
tations between Germans in the Rhineland and the Ruhr and their French and 
Belgian occupiers, even though this situation had become much more tense after 
January 1923.7 Instead, he transferred the blame for all Germany’s misfortunes 
onto ‘the Jews’, a group he defined as vaguely as ‘the Volk’. The third entry in 
his diary, dated 22 October 1923, is the first in which he refers explicitly to the 
Jews. After musing about a novel by Jakob Wassermann, Christian Wahnschaffe, 
which he described as ‘A typically Jewish book’,?* Goebbels wrote: 


I think so often about the Jewish question. The problem of race is indeed the 
deepest, and most secretive which must be grasped in public life today. Is 
there an opposition: Race - Intellect; Creativity - Reproduction; Art - Science; 
Industrial capitalism - Stock Exchange capitalism? How far these different 
orders appear to lie from one another. 


As with his wider view of culture, Goebbels linked his view of race with his 
own personal life, bluntly raising his perception of Else as partly Jewish, and 
contrasting her with Anka: 


E. can also not disavow her Jewish blood. There is something strikingly 
destructive in her character, above all mentally; but this is less obvious because 
her mind is not fully developed. She is the directly opposite pole to An., who 
had a racial nature of first-class quality. How to love both? How to hate both? 
How to give myself to both??? 


Although Goebbels only periodically highlighted this issue quite so explicitly 
in his diary, over the next few years it was a gnawing presence in his fluctuating 
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relationship with Else. His völkisch understanding that racial characteristics were 
inherited meant that he could not, however strong his feelings, deny to himself 
that to marry her, or to have children by her, would be a racial sin. 

In the autumn of 1923, the early problems of the Weimar Republic came to 
a head. Goebbels, while noting some political and economic developments, 
remained largely detached from them. On 23 October he wrote with contempt 
that ‘Riff-raff drive through the streets in stolen cars, and proclaim the free 
Rhenish Republic. In Gladbach there were many dead and wounded.’* On 10 
November he wrote: 


A nationalists’ Putsch in Bavaria. Ludendorff has once again gone walking. In 
the Ruhr area, the coal mines have laid off the workers. Riots of the unemployed 
here in Rheydt and in most of the Rhineland towns ... Murder and killing. 
Desperation and hunger. 


Typically, Goebbels dedicated more of his diary entry that day to the arts 
than to politics. He had been to a concert of contemporary music in nearby 
Mönchen-Gladbach the previous evening, and he wrote about each of the 
pieces he had heard: 


H. Wetzler, previously director of opera in Cologne, an Overture to ‘As You 
Like It’, brave, healthy, but not overdone. P. Hindemith, Nuschi-Nuschi Dances. 
Marvellous, spiritually rich instrumentation, with an equal fullness of sound 
and beauty of tone. The opposite of the Wetzler, spirited, a foxtrot, but always 
interesting and original. Hindemith will be of significance in the future. 


Goebbels commented approvingly on Til Eugenspiegel by Richard Strauss, and 
more dismissively on a Max Reger violin sonata which had also been performed. 
Later that day he spent time at the piano with a book of Schumann pieces which 
Else had given him for his 26th birthday on 29 October, and read some Hermann 
Hesse.*! He did not refer to the failed Nazi Putsch in Munich over the next few 
days or weeks. 

Since 1918, a huge body of literature has sought to analyse the pervasive 
sense of disillusionment and unease which affected young Germans in the 
early years of the twentieth century and was hugely intensified after 1918. 
Contemporary novelists like Thomas Mann and Hermann Hesse addressed this 
theme in their work. Hesse, who before 1914 had written romantic novels of 
disillusioned youth and frustrated artistic spirits, turned in the 1920s to more 
critical portrayals of alienated intellectuals, producing in the character of Harry 
Haller - the ‘Steppenwolf’ - one with some uncanny similarities to the young 
Goebbels.*” Philosophers and historians - of whom Oswald Spengler undoubtedly 
influenced Goebbels most strongly - wrote about the ‘decline of the West’.** The 


‘This Awful Waiting’ 25 


revolutionary journalist Victor Serge, portraying the situation in Germany for a 
French journal in 1923, wrote: 


Above all [thinkers] were discussing a great pessimistic book, steeped on every 
page with reactionary assertions, by Oswald Spengler, called The Decline of 
the West ... Those for whom culture is the most precious result of societies’ 
efforts were living under the influence of a heartbreaking influence with 
decadence ...** 


Musicians and composers, threatened by modernist atonality, the commerciali- 
zation of popular music, and new forms of mechanical reproduction, added to 
the chorus of voices announcing a crisis of German culture. The elderly repre- 
sentative of German late Romanticism, Hans Pfitzner, wrote in 1920 about the 
‘new aesthetic of musical impotence’, blaming this on ‘the Jewish-international 
spirit which has placed the alien madness of destruction and demolition in the 
German mind’.* 

Victor Serge asked: ‘what is happening to intellectuals amid this collapse of 
culture?’, and answered by stating: ‘The majority vegetate, embittered.’* Later 
historians, seeking to understand the fragility of the Weimar Republic, have 
written about ‘the politics of cultural despair’,*” of a ‘hunger for wholeness’, 
and of a collective ‘love affair with unreason and death’. Peter Gay notes how 
this ‘complex of feelings and responses’ was ‘awash with hate’.** The political 
scientist Kurt Sontheimer has surveyed this whole literature using the analytical 
category of ‘anti-democratic thinking’. Klaus Theweleit has used techniques 
drawn from psychoanalysis and Marxism to focus on the relationships between 
Freikorps veterans and women.*® Where did the young Goebbels fit into this 
picture? In many ways, as we have seen, he was a typical example of a young 
man particularly susceptible to this intellectual climate. He was steeped in the 
literature of cultural pessimism, and articulated his own thoughts in the language 
of writers who had influenced him. Like many young Germans, Goebbels had 
been captured by reading Herman Hesse’s first novel, the autobiographical Peter 
Camenzind, published in 1904. This portrayed the prolonged adolescence of a 
young poet, and, in the words of Hans Mayer, expressed ‘disenchantment with 
the people and circumstances of late bourgeois society’. It was ‘a lament over the 
terminal state of the spirit, of true poetry’.*! We can see why Goebbels identified 
so strongly with it. In Peter Camenzind Hesse wrote: ‘I had to spend the years of 
my adolescence without a friend’, and that he ‘derived pleasure from melancholy 
fancies, thoughts of death and pessimistic reflections’. Like Goebbels, Hesse’s 
Peter Camenzind spent hours reading in an attic, and had an unrequited love 
for a beautiful young woman. Hesse might have been describing Goebbels when 
he wrote: ‘So this first love affair of mine never came to a conclusion; instead it 
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echoed enigmatically all through my youthful years and accompanied my later 
love affairs like a quiet elder sister.’”? 

In Theweleit’s analysis of Freikorps veterans, these are portrayed - through the 
lens of their own autobiographical writing — as having a deep fear and hatred 
of women. They divide women in their imagination into polarized categories: 
‘Red women’ - their class enemies - and ‘white nurses’ — chaste, racially pure 
German women of good social background. Brutalized by their war experience 
and accustomed to the all-male comradeship of the trenches, they want to rape 
‘red women’ and to beat them into bloody, shapeless masses. Unable to relate to 
‘white nurses’ as real people, or even to refer to them by their individual names, 
they elevate their mothers, wives, and sweethearts to a position of sanitized, 
godlike virtue. Even then, Theweleit suggests, this worship may typically conceal 
deep-seated hatred and dread. Intriguingly, Theweleit uses extracts from Goebbels’ 
own 1928 novel Michael to support his analysis, although Goebbels was not a 
war veteran or Freikorps volunteer, and had not been socialized in the trenches. 
In some respects the passages by Goebbels which Theweleit selects do support 
his broader thesis. Goebbels did idealize women, particularly those with suitable 
racial characteristics and appearance, like Anka Stalherm, but he did not display 
the hatred and the almost uncontrollable urge towards violence against women of 
the actual Freikorps men Theweleit examines. Although the heroine of Goebbels’ 
novel Michael, Hertha Holk, is a superficial and idealized stereotype of ‘Aryan’ 
femininity, in his diary Goebbels wrote about real women as larger characters, 
and as individuals. He always used their names. Although he shared most of 
the prejudices of his time about the role of women and their place in the public 
sphere, he wanted his own girlfriends to be present in his life, not to be, as in 
Theweleit’s analysis of the ‘best category’ of women, absent.*? 

In addition to these more personal affinities, Goebbels shared several of the 
broader social experiences in Germany which were shaping this mood of cultural 
pessimism after 1918. He had not served in the First World War, but close relatives 
of his had, and he had suffered some of its consequences. Goebbels’ home town, 
Rheydt, was in the area of the Rhineland occupied by Belgian troops after the war, 
and subsequently declared a ‘demilitarized’ zone. Goebbels had studied at several 
universities, amongst student fraternities universally agreed to be hotbeds of ‘anti- 
democratic thinking’. He and his family experienced poverty and the inflation 
which came to a head in 1923. The notebook Else had given Goebbels to use as a 
diary had cost the fantastic sum of one thousand million Marks.°* In other ways 
though, Goebbels was not typical, and at this stage of his young adulthood he 
did not join the most popular movements which attracted disillusioned young 
men of his social class. It is unsurprising, given his disability and his consequent 
lack of military experience, that Goebbels had no involvement with the Freikorps 
movement nor with any of the other paramilitary bands which exerted such a 
formative influence on many future Nazis. Goebbels never displayed any interest 
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in the idealized agrarian schemes which appealed to many critics of capitalist 
industrialization and urbanization; nor was he attracted, as many were, to 
esoteric forms of occult thinking and practice. Perhaps more surprisingly, given 
that Goebbels was a lover of nature and landscape, and - despite his disability 
-enjoyed walking, he took no part in any of the autonomous youth movements 
which flourished in Germany after 1918. 

Jeffrey Herf has introduced the ideal typical concept of ‘reactionary modernism’ 
to the analysis of right-wing intellectualism in the Weimar Republic, seeking 
thereby to extend our understanding of those who, while hostile to central 
currents of Enlightenment thought, embraced the use of modern technology, 
and sought to integrate this with anti-democratic and illiberal doctrines. He 
frequently uses Goebbels as an important representative and spokesperson of 
‘reactionary modernism’, drawing on speeches he made after 1930.55 We should 
be clear that the young Goebbels was in no meaningful sense a ‘reactionary 
modernist’. It is striking how little interest he took in anything technical or 
technological. He did not, for example, share the widespread passion in Germany 
for aviation, a key marker of technological modernity; he was not interested in 
weapons, or in any branch of military technology. Even in the arts, he had no 
apparent interest in the fields of culture and media most affected by technology, 
that is to say cinema and photography. His own creative energies were expressed 
with the most traditional tools: pen, ink, and paper. 

Having been brought up in a small town of around 45,000 inhabitants, 
Goebbels actually had a limited experience of modernity. He had briefly lived 
as a student in Munich, and worked in Cologne, both much larger cities, but 
his overwhelming experience was decidedly provincial. Goebbels had chiefly 
experienced modernity in two ways. Rheydt was part of a much larger industrial 
area and he had grown up alongside factory workers, alternating between shifts. 
In his early writings Goebbels had engaged with some of the social problems 
thrown up by industrialization. He was also aware of certain incursions of 
modernism in culture and the arts. It is clear that he had seen a number of plays 
which he himself described as ‘Expressionist’, and had adopted certain aspects of 
their style in his own play Die Saat: ein Geschehen in drei Akten (Sowing Seeds: An 
Occurrence in Three Acts), written in 1920. He was similarly aware of some of the 
developments in music which were alarming conservatives like Hans Pfitzner, 
and here it appears that his own attitude was entirely reactionary.*° Towards 
both industrialization and artistic modernism Goebbels had very equivocal 
attitudes. To understand these we need to look very closely at the words he 
used when referring to them. Goebbels in 1923 did not write down in extended 
form what he believed in, nor did he develop sophisticated critiques of social, 
cultural, or political currents around himself. He wrote allusively and aphoris- 
tically, often structuring his most important ideas around pairs of words, or 
oppositions. This use of key antagonisms - that between Western ‘civilization’ 
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and German Kultur is one example — was characteristic of much völkisch and 
‘anti-democratic thought’.”” We should be aware that typically the individual 
words meant much more than might initially appear from their translation into 
English. Kurt Sontheimer notes: 


In the centre of anti-democratic thought there is a series of concepts, which 
serve as topoi through the whole anti-democratic literature. They are more 
than descriptions of a thing, they are verbal symbols for political myths, they 
are leading ideas [Leitideen] which were to become a vision, and to inspire 
political action.** 


With this in mind we can better understand the series of oppositions Goebbels 
had presented in his diary: ‘Race - Intellect; Creativity - Reproduction; Art - 
Science; Industrial capitalism - Stock Exchange capitalism’. The first pairing 
in particular appears strange in English, as the two nouns are not straightfor- 
wardly related or opposed. By ‘race’ Goebbels meant everything genuine, pure, 
spontaneous, organic, natural, inspired, and authentic. He meant the ‘German 
race’, a vital wellspring from which all else flowed. In contrast, by ‘intellect’ 
Goebbels meant everything contrived, overwrought, artificial, shallow, imitative, 
devious, and manipulative. Here he saw all the qualities of the Jewish mind, and 
it was from this initial polarity that his other three oppositions took meaning. 
Thus the German race alone - he thought - could be genuinely creative. This was 
its great enduring quality. The Jewish race, in opposition, could only reproduce, 
or produce pale and distorted imitations. The opposition between art and science 
is at first sight puzzling, and might be misinterpreted to cast Goebbels as a 
romantic and a Luddite. ‘Art’ is clearly associated here with the German race, 
and is its great creation and treasure. ‘Science’, by contrast, is understood as 
a Jewish manipulation, a particular mode of thinking, and is not intended to 
include the insights of German physics, mathematics, chemistry, or the products 
of German industry. This is reflected in the final opposition, a commonly voiced 
polarity in völkisch circles between the idea of productive labour, identified as a 
German virtue, associated with genuine need and use, and Jewish ‘stock exchange 
capitalism’, or ‘finance capitalism’, perceived as entirely unproductive, again 
manipulative, exploitative, and destructive. This is why Goebbels preceded his 
four pairings with the declaration that ‘The problem of race is indeed the deepest, 
and most secretive which must be grasped in public life today.’ He saw all aspects 
of human behaviour as derivations from and reflections of race. 

This also helps us to understand the young Goebbels’ attitude towards party 
politics. Spengler had written: ‘But to-day Parliamentarism is in full decay ... 
Every modern election, in fact, is a civil war carried on by ballot-box and every 
sort of written and spoken stimulus.’*? Following this view, Goebbels detested 
the idea of multi-party democracy, seeing it not as a system allowing a robust 
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contestation of plural viewpoints, but as a dishonest and commercialized arena 
for haggling and trading. Thus he saw it as dominated by ‘the Jewish spirit’. He 
mistrusted the idea of any party which openly represented a sectional interest, 
like the Social Democrats, the Communists, or the Catholic Centre, and at this 
stage of his life he wished a plague on all their houses. This is why he stood aloof 
from the disturbances in Rheydt and Mönchen-Gladbach which surrounded 
him in October 1923, and commented with equal scepticism on all the parties 
involved. 

He adopted instead an attitude of waiting in supplication, in hope for some 
kind of solution which he could as yet only dimly discern. This was a politics 
of deep pessimism, but not of despair. In another passage from Hesse’s Peter 
Camenzind, which had impressed Goebbels so much, the novel’s young hero 
articulates a strikingly similar attitude: ‘Despite my cynicism and mild sophistica- 
tion, I still kept an aim in my thoughts, a target of happiness and self-fulfilment. 
I had no idea what form it would take. All I felt was that life was bound to spill 
some wonderful piece of luck at my feet, fame of some kind, love perhaps, a 
satisfaction of my longing and a heightening of my being.’ 

It was in this mood of deferred hope that Goebbels wrote in his diary a sentence 
which he later used in a fictional work, one which has frequently been quoted 
out of context and typically misunderstood: ‘What we believe in is indeed also 
immaterial, if we only believe. The Volk which loses its belief loses itself.’*' The 
first of these two propositions (which is usually quoted in isolation) has typically 
been understood as an expression of boundless cynicism and opportunism.” 
Goebbels did not mean that all systems of thought were equally valid, or that one 
could simply pick and choose amongst them as appeared tactically useful. It was 
an expression of a hope still inchoate, a belief in the Volk as yet unaccompanied 
by any clear sense of how the Volk would escape from decline and chaos. 

Goebbels’ mood fluctuated violently at this time. In quick succession he 
produced three literary works, and while he was writing there were moments 
when he was intoxicated with creative spirit. On 2 November he started a drama 
called Prometheus, which he dedicated to Richard Flisges. Over the next few days 
he worked obsessively, completing Prometheus in a fortnight. At the same time, 
after lying awake all one night, he worked out the idea for a second play, The 
Wanderer, in which the figure of Christ returned to the earth and visited suffering 
mankind.‘ This too was soon finished, and on 12 December he sent Prometheus 
to the City Theatre in Dtisseldorf, and The Wanderer to a theatre in Cologne, with 
high hopes that they would be accepted for performance.“ 

At the same time, Goebbels was still reading voraciously: he wrote at some 
length about his reading of Dostoyevsky - of course - Strindberg, Hesse, Gogol, 
and the Swedish female writer Selma Lagerlof. Although living in straitened 
circumstances, he was still able to attend public lectures, plays, concerts, and 
recitals. On 23 November he wrote: 
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E. Potz (from Rheydt) played Bach on the organ. (Obviously, Bach belongs to 
the organ.) Bach, a towering edifice of sound, harmony, and counterpoint. A 
good, German soul, restorative for us modern men.‘ 


On 13 December he attended a talk on Vincent van Gogh which impressed him 
hugely. Van Gogh, he wrote, was ‘A seeker after God, a Christ figure.’ 

Just as Goebbels’ mood alternated with his bouts of creativity, so it oscillated 
with his feelings for Else Janke. She was often away from Rheydt at this time, 
leaving Goebbels to reflect on her, and on their feelings for one another. On 27 
October he noted that they had arrived at a new compromise, writing: ‘I believe 
that she loves me very much.’ However, later in the same entry he wrote: ‘She is 
of the wrong race.’ On 14 November 1923 Else was back in Rheydt: 


Yesterday evening walked with E. after the theatre through the clear, cold star- 
bright night. A mist was rising from the darkened meadows. Silence and stillness. 
Darkness and the light of the stars in constant struggle. Blessed wandering 
through the night. Mute, silent, close to the world-spirit [Weltgeist]. 


Earlier in the same entry, he had written: 


Jewry is the poison which is bringing the body of the European Volk to 
death.® 


As the nights grew longer and the winter set in, Goebbels was preoccupied with 
death. On 12 December he recorded the fate of an old woman living nearby who 
had died of hunger and cold in her room, without coal. Else was ill, and clearly 
things were very difficult with his own family. On 23 December, thick flakes 
of snow began to fall, prompting the lonely writer to think of the dead Richard 
Flisges, and of ‘a still, hero’s grave at Schliersee in the deep, deep snow’.”” The 
evening before, the local newspaper in Rheydt had published a small eulogy 
by Goebbels, ‘To his dead friend Richard Flisges’, in which he explored themes 
of redemption and resurrection which already preoccupied him. Goebbels 
concluded the article with a poem, writing: ‘So I send this greeting to you, 
even in the empire of the dead.” Despite this minor literary success, Christmas 
brought no joy. Rather the reverse: on 29 December Goebbels poured out his 
pent-up frustration in his diary: 


Mother is ill in bed. Disorder upon disorder in the house. A terrible, desolate 
scene this morning. I’ve had enough of it here. I sense that Iam too much here. 
I have to get out of this hole. I am on the verge of breaking out, maybe never to 
come back. If only I knew where! Here I have plenty to eat, elsewhere though 
nothing, absolutely nothing. Here in the house nobody knows anything about 
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spiritual need. Here man lives from bread alone. It is dreadful, atrocious. I 
am the bad one here, the renegade, the apostate, the outlaw, the atheist, 
the revolutionary. I am the only one who can do nothing, whose advice is 
never sought, whose judgement is too unimportant to listen to. The others 
— particularly Conrad - they are the virtuous, the clever ones, the ones who 
understand business. People interfere with my private affairs, they want to 
know whether I go to church, tell me that I don’t need a room to work in ... 
O suffering upon suffering. And no way out. What shall I do?” 


Without money, Goebbels was trapped in Rheydt, and he knew it. On New 
Year’s Eve, he reflected further on his situation: 


I love Else, and feel myself more deeply tied to her since she gave herself to 
me. But love for her is at the same time joy and agony. If we join together, 
we will have to fight always, infinitely for our love. It is said, a man can only 
experience one great, unconditional love in a lifetime. If that is true, then 
mine was my love for Anka. I did love her most deeply; I loved her as one 
loves in heaven. That is why I can never, never, forget her. I want, even today, 
to tell Else the truth about this. She must understand this. How often I long 
for you with all the heat of my yearning in the long, bitter, sleepless nights, 
Anka, my dear, my divine.” 


Although there is a suggestion in the first line of this extract that Else had 
agreed to have sex with Goebbels, from all other evidence it seems that Goebbels 
was referring to a renewed mental commitment between the two of them. It was 
therefore in a state of turmoil that Goebbels started 1924. He was further cast 
down within a few days by news that his plays had been rejected in Cologne and 
in Dusseldorf. Undaunted, he sent the manuscripts to theatres in Frankfurt and 
Duisburg. As ever, he sought consolation in the arts. On 25 January he wrote in 
great anticipation about the impending visit of the Resi Quartet to Rheydt: ‘The 
last Beethoven string quartets: only a god can speak like that. Beethoven writes 
his late music like the evangelist.’’* The concert did not disappoint him, and he 
subsequently compared the Resi Quartet to other ensembles: 


The Budapest: Quartet of precision. The Gewandhaus: Quartet of the sweets. 
Resi: Quartet of the four temperaments ... Quartet op. 131. Beethoven’s last 
offering. One thought the earth must have disappeared. One stands before 
the doors of eternity. Can one sense anything deeper?” 


He turned also to Tolstoy over the next few days, and in February he again had 
the opportunity to hear some contemporary music. Walter Gieseking was playing 
Pfitzner’s Piano Concerto in nearby Mönchen-Gladbach, conducted by Walter 
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Abendroth, and Goebbels’ enthusiasm for this music, and what he thought 
it represented, spilt over into a vicious tirade. Pfitzner, he wrote, was a ‘good, 
German, master’; his concerto was ‘grand, gracious, light, sparkling, dreamily 
romantic, breathlessly growing to a brilliant conclusion’. It reminded him of 
other great German artists, of Dürer, Grünewald, Eichendorff, and Mörike, but 
it provoked him also to think of the contemporary modernist composer Franz 
Schreker, and he wrote: ‘Pack up your music, Herr Franz Schreker. Go and play 
in Jerusalem, or in a café.’”° 

Still his relationship with Else alternately repelled and attracted him. They met 
up in nearby Remscheid, and Goebbels wrote: ‘Else got on my nerves from time 
to time, and then she was good and loving again. I am not finding any clarity 
with her.” Despite his failure to get Prometheus or The Wanderer accepted for 
performance, Goebbels was still writing, working now on an autobiographical 
novel, Michael Voorman: The Destiny of a Man in Pages from his Diary, and taking 
some pleasure in that. Goebbels had first written an autobiographical manuscript 
with this title in 1919. In 1924, he wrote a very different manuscript, dedicated 
to Richard Flisges, using the same title, in which the central character was, as he 
put it, ‘a combination of two people, Richard and I’. ‘Michael Voorman’ in this 
version was a wounded war veteran who leaves student life to dedicate himself to 
work as a miner amongst the Volk. There he finds a new sense of belonging and 
faith, but meets a ‘hero’s death’ in a mining accident.”® In early March Goebbels 
finished Michael Voorman, and wrote: 


Again, the well-known time of tiredness and apathy after intensive work. I 
have not the least inclination either to read or to write. The only thing which 
pleases me is the sunshine, which lies with youthful pleasure on streets and 
fields. God be thanked. That was a real winter inside and outside. And now 
the spring will come. 


He finished his entry with these words: 
With Else, agony and stress; it must come to an end soon. And then? Don’t 


think about it! Wait, wait on all things, while one is so stretched and taut. The 
most terrible pain of youth: this awful waiting!!!” 


2 


‘Starting to Find Firm Ground’ 


In Munich, Nuremberg, and Bayreuth a boundless jubilation would have 
broken out, a huge enthusiasm through the German Reich, and when the 
first division of the German National Army had left the last square meter of 
Bavarian soil and for the first time stepped on Thuringian land, we would 
have seen that the Volk there would have rejoiced. The people would have 
recognized that German suffering has an end, but could only come through 
an uprising. The pacifist, defeatist, completely immoral government in Berlin 
would have had to bend before the storm. 
Adolf Hitler, speaking about the potential outcome 
of the failed Nazi Putsch in Munich during his trial 
for high treason, 28 February 1924.' 


On 13 March 1924, Goebbels made a striking entry in his diary: ‘I am busying 
myself with Hitler and the national socialist movement, and will indeed have 
to do this much more. Socialism and Christ. An ethical foundation. Away from 
ossified materialism. Back to dedication and to God!” Over the next ten days, 
Goebbels commented several times more on Hitler. On 15 March he noted the 
range of issues that Hitler was addressing: ‘Communism, the Jewish question, 
Christianity, the Germany of the future’, and added, ‘I will have to grapple 
seriously with them.” On 17 March he wrote: ‘Hitler touches on many questions. 
But he makes the solution very simple. Perhaps the end is right, but I am not 
convinced about the means. And the Christ-like nature of this man has indeed 
nothing any longer in common with Christ himself. What is liberating about 
Hitler is the involvement of a really upright and truthful personality. One finds 
that so rarely in our world of party interests.’* Three days later, his enthusiasm 
was growing: ‘Hitler is an idealist, who has enthusiasm. A man who is bringing 
new belief to the German people. I am reading his speeches, I am allowing 
myself to be inspired by him and carried to the stars ... National and social 
consciousness. Down with materialism. New fervour, real dedication to greatness, 
to the Fatherland, to Germany. We are always seeking the way. But here is a will. 
He is already finding the way.’ On 22 March he wrote: ‘Only Hitler continually 
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concerns me. This man is indeed no intellectual. But his wonderful élan, his 
verve, his enthusiasm, his German feeling.’ Later in the same entry, he added, 
sarcastically: ‘In Munich the Hitler trial is coming to an end. The state prosecutor 
has demanded that Adolf Hitler should get eight years of fortress imprisonment. 
Perhaps the most ardent German will be locked up - to protect the Republic.’® 

Like many Germans, and indeed many others outside Germany, Goebbels’ 
first acquaintance with Hitler - or rather, with his ideas - came from newspaper 
reports of his trial for high treason in Munich, which followed the failed Nazi 
Putsch of 9 November 1918. As we have seen, the actual Putsch seems not to have 
greatly interested Goebbels, and nor had he previously taken any particular note 
of either Hitler or the Nazi Party in Munich. These must indeed have seemed 
very distant to the young writer hundreds of miles away in the Rhineland. At 
the trial, which lasted from 26 February to 27 March 1924, Hitler was allowed 
to deliver lengthy speeches, and these were widely reported in Germany and 
abroad.’ Although Goebbels clearly had certain reservations about Hitler, he 
clearly sensed from this first engagement that he was in some ways a kindred 
spirit. Even though Goebbels was not actually to meet Hitler for many months, 
this was a turning point in his life, propelling him into an active engagement 
with politics. Within days of the conclusion of the Hitler trial, Goebbels was 
planning the publication of a newspaper with his old school friend, Fritz Prang, 
who had previously been involved with the Nazi Party in Munich. On 5 April 
1924, Goebbels and Prang founded ‘a regional national socialist group’,® and over 
the next few weeks they, and a few others, threw themselves into campaigning 
for the Reichstag election which had been announced for 4 May. 

Following the Putsch of November 1923, the Nazi Party had been banned, 
and when Hitler was sentenced to five years’ imprisonment in March 1924, the 
party fell into some disarray. This suited Hitler, who did not wish to see anyone 
else usurp the leadership in his absence, and he was relatively content to let the 
party’s affairs fall into disorganization, and for its senior figures to bicker amongst 
themselves. The NSDAP (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (National 
Socialist German Workers’ Party)) had been largely a regionally based, Bavarian 
organization. Its headquarters was in Munich, and its popular base - such as it was 
-was also there, and in surrounding towns and villages. The party newspaper, the 
Völkischer Beobachter (Racial Observer), edited by one of Hitler’s earliest comrades, 
Alfred Rosenberg, had been published in Munich; along with the party itself, 
it was proscribed after the November Putsch.” All around Germany there were 
hundreds of right-wing, nationalist, militarist, völkisch groups, and it was with 
one of these in the Rhineland, the Deutschvölkische Freiheitspartei (or German- 
völkisch Freedom Party), led by Friedrich Wiegershaus, that Goebbels had his first 
practical experience of politics.’° 

Significantly, at this early stage, Goebbels was concerned above all with cultural 
politics. He described how the newspaper he planned with Fritz Prang was to 
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be ‘a monthly journal for German art and culture in the Rhineland, in a greater 
German, anti-internationalist spirit. Therefore to a degree national socialist, 
while avoiding anything demagogic or cheaply patriotic. Towards a national 
people’s community (Volksgemeinschaft). Out of the morass of party politics.’ 
Goebbels was now obsessed with what he called the ‘Jewish question’. Echoing a 
central vélkisch concern in the early Weimar Republic, he wrote that ‘the Jewish 
spirit of decay is most terribly effective in German art and science, in theatre, 
music, literature, in schools, and in the press’.'! At the foundation meeting 
of the ‘national socialist group’ in Rheydt, the perceived threat from the Jews 
was apparently the chief topic of conversation, and in Goebbels’ summary of 
the meeting, combating this threat was identified as the group’s priority: ‘The 
political question is in this connection of secondary importance. The Jew poisons 
us with sweet, insinuating methods. The proclaimed Zionist is indeed the most 
respectable Jew. One knows then where one stands. The so-called national Jews 
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are the most dangerous. They are the snakes which we are clasping to our own 
breast.’!? Over the next few days, Goebbels came back and back to this, ‘the most 
burning issue of the present’.'? 

Typically, he was reading about the ‘Jewish question’. In early April 1924 he 
read Henry Ford’s The International Jew, and although he was no natural friend 
of Ford, whom he identified as ‘the richest man in the world’, he was doubly 
impressed that Ford should see ‘Jewish capitalism’ as such a pernicious influence. 
Through Ford, Goebbels was introduced to the ‘Protocols of the Elders of Zion’. 
This document purported to be the account of a conspiracy of Jewish ‘Elders’ 
with ‘the single aim of achieving Jewish dominion over the entire world’. It 
was a forgery produced and first published in Tsarist Russia before 1914, and in 
numerous translations around the world after 1918. The first German edition 
appeared in 1920, and it rapidly became a best seller. Around Germany, numerous 
public meetings were devoted to discussion of the ‘Protocols’, and there was 
considerable debate about their authenticity.'* Goebbels was intelligent enough to 
see that the ‘Protocols’ were not genuine, but his response to them was revealing: 
‘I believe that The Protocols of the Elders of Zion are a forgery; not because 
the world view or the Jewish aspirations outlined in them are too utopian or 
fantastical - one sees indeed how one demand from the Protocols is linked to 
another, how a systematic plan to destroy the world and leave it in ruins is laid 
out — but because I don’t believe the Jews are so boundlessly stupid that they 
would not have kept such important protocols secret. Therefore: I believe in the 
inner truth, but not the factual truth of the protocols.’ Musing further about 
the problem, he proclaimed his own, newly found standpoint: ‘I stand on the 
völkisch side: I hate the Jew from instinct and from understanding. I hate him 
from the depths of my soul.’ 

Goebbels’ confusion about Else was never far from his feelings about the wider 
‘Jewish question’, and typically, as on 31 March 1924, after raving in his diary 
about the destructive evil of the Jews, he turned to her: 


Now [hope to become free of all racial ties. How often has the Jewish spirit in a 
part of Else’s behaviour oppressed and anguished me. I have suffered infinitely 
in my soul from it. And indeed, I have not been able to free myself from it. 
Partly from old love, partly from pity, from consideration, from sentimental- 
ity. Else is so dear and good. But I don’t love her any more. The occasional 
emotional outbursts I have for her are mostly whims, sap rising, and sensuality. 
But, damn it again, I have got to get away from this. 

Her sister Trude is a typical Jewish girl, who unites in herself, in concentrated 
form, all of the physical and mental signs of her mother’s race. 

A bastardized race will be sterile, and must go under [kaputt gehen]. I cannot 
help them out!!!" 
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Clearly, Goebbels did communicate his ambivalent feelings for Else to her, but 
he was unable to break away. On 3 April he wrote: ‘Else cried the whole day.’ 
On 5 April, before he plunged into his reading of Henry Ford and the ‘Protocols 
of the Elders of Zion’, he saw her off at the station, when she went home to 
nearby Mors: ‘The poor, dear, good thing. Tears came into my eyes. With what 
anguish of soul she travels away. And she bears no atom of guilt. She is so good. 
She still wanted to make me joyful when we parted. And I was so full of doubt, 
and divided. Anguish upon anguish!!! On 15 April he met with Else in Krefeld, 
and his confusion was renewed: ‘Else in despair. And I can’t help her any more. 
We must get through this. No bastards as children. I love her more than ever. 
But the future. The responsibility. God, what should I do? Help her! I have to 
help myself ... Else, I love you more than I had ever thought.’” 

In these first months of his political awakening, Goebbels was equally involved 
with literature and music. He still had time to read, and was again revising 
Michael Voorman. Laboriously, he typed several copies, and sent them hopefully 
to four publishers in early April. He sent another to Richard Flisges’ fiancée 
Olgi Esenwein, who was then living in Switzerland.” On 28 March he went 
to a performance of Bach’s St Matthew Passion in Mönchen-Gladbach, and, 
significantly, wrote more about this in his diary than any of his entries on 
Hitler at this time. The music impressed him deeply, particularly the chorales, 
but he was critical of the text, writing that several of the sentiments it expressed 
were ‘tasteless’. He singled out the frequently repeated words from the closing 
chorus, ‘test peacefully’ (ruhe sanfte), which he described as a ‘banal conclusion’. 
The St Matthew Passion is a setting of the story of Christ’s crucifixion, using the 
text from the gospel according to Matthew, interspersed with a commentary 
written by Christian Friedrich Henrici. Goebbels’ response to the work in early 
1924 reveals much about his evolving relationship with Christianity. He had 
been brought up in an intensely devout, church-going family, and his parents 
had entertained hopes that he might become a priest. He had experienced a 
great deal of religious instruction in school, and was well versed in the Bible. 
He was fascinated by the figure of Christ, and undoubtedly identified himself, 
and others, like Richard Flisges, and now Adolf Hitler, with Christ. The semi- 
autobiographical hero of Michael Voorman was consciously modelled on Christ, 
and Goebbels thought it an astonishing coincidence, if not a sign from fate, that 
Hitler appeared to him to resemble his own fictional creation.?? As we have also 
seen, Goebbels frequently called upon God in his diary, invoking his name in 
moods of desperation and self-pity. 

By 1924, though, Goebbels had moved a long way from central aspects of the 
Christian religion, above all its messages of compassion, forgiveness, and recon- 
ciliation. As he became involved with practical völkisch politics, he celebrated the 
engagement, the struggle, and the hatred which characterized this fissiparous 
movement. Repeatedly, in the spring of 1924, he wrote about his new political 
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faith in mystical tones, but he also celebrated a commitment to action, a credo 
he summed up in the formula ‘Idealism and fanaticism’.”? It was Bach’s pietist 
message of renunciation which he found so unsatisfactory, even though he 
was moved by the music. Goebbels was in no mood to ‘rest peacefully’ in the 
weeks before the Reichstag election in May 1924. He was attending meetings, 
discussing issues, posting up placards, and getting involved in confrontations 
with Communists. Politics in Germany at this time were conducted in an 
atmosphere of violence, and Goebbels revelled in this. In May, as the voting 
was concluded, he wrote: ‘He who has the stronger fist always has the final 
right.’”* Some weeks later, he recorded that he had been attacked by six to eight 
men, an event arranged, he thought, by ‘damned Semites’.** More significantly, 
it was in this election campaign that Goebbels gained his first experience as a 
political speaker. His first speeches were given to small groups of local activists, 
and appear to have been carefully written beforehand. On 3 May 1924 he wrote: 
‘Yesterday a talk on our goals and the Semitic danger before an invited circle. 
Spoke freely for the first time. Good success.’ 

The völkisch ‘block’ for which Goebbels campaigned in Rheydt and surrounding 
towns had some success in the May elections, gaining 6.5 per cent of the vote 
nationally, or 32 Reichstag deputies under the Republic’s proportional voting 
system. Ten of these deputies were from Hitler’s still proscribed NSDAP. In 
the months after the election the völkisch alliance fell apart, riven by regional 
and ideological differences. Goebbels had been temporarily buoyed up by the 
campaigning, but found himself stagnating in the weeks after this. He and Prang 
discussed again their planned cultural-political journal, and he wrote that they 
intended to travel to Munich to talk to Hitler about it, but this was only a pipe- 
dream. There were occasional political meetings, but Goebbels saw all too clearly 
the limitations of many of the people who were attracted to the movement; 
and he was appalled by the triviality of local politics. He set out to draft a series 
of three talks to be delivered in the towns of the occupied Rhineland, starting 
with ‘an introduction to the Jewish problem’, but found it difficult to sustain 
his motivation. As the days lengthened, he had long hours to spend alone, at 
home, and he relapsed into depression. 

None of Goebbels’ literary offerings had been accepted for publication, and he 
was desperately short of money. He proclaimed in his diary his need to work, but 
in truth he was doing little but reading. In these weeks he got through Marx’s 
Das Kapital, works by Hoffman, Daudet, d’Annunzio, Cervantes, and Herwig, 
as well as a number of völkisch texts. He also read books by political opponents, 
including Gustav Noske, Rosa Luxemburg, and August Bebel. He turned back to 
Dostoyevsky, rekindling his faith in the Russian people. He was still corresponding 
with Olgi Esenwein, and wrote about this to her. She replied, perhaps speaking 
for Richard Flisges as well: ‘In a certain sense Russia really does remain our 
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homeland [Heimat]. Goebbels also read Richard Wagner’s autobiography, and 
identified strongly with the young composer in his Paris years, when he felt 
himself unrecognized and oppressed by Jewish theatre directors. This prompted 
him to write: ‘The eternal question of one’s own significance! What am I, what 
am I for, what is my task, and what is my meaning? Should I believe in myself? 
Why do others not believe in me? Am Ia layabout, or a genius, who is waiting 
on God’s word?’*® Goebbels stayed up late into the night to finish Wagner’s 
autobiography, taking some consolation from learning that for five years, in 
the middle of his composing career, Wagner had not written a note of music. 
Interestingly, Goebbels did not share Hitler’s unqualified admiration for Wagner. 
He admired the composer as a young man, but criticized his predilection in later 
life for luxury and splendour. He compared the master of Bayreuth unfavourably 
with Beethoven.” To compound Goebbels’ misery, Else left in early August to 
holiday in Switzerland; he could not accompany her as he had no money. 

There was one ray of hope on the horizon: the annual meeting of the völkisch 
groups was due to take place in Weimar in mid-August, and Goebbels planned 
to attend this with Fritz Prang, combining his interest in politics with a visit 
to a city linked with the giants of German literary culture, Goethe and Schiller. 
Prang had assured Goebbels that he could get the money to pay his railway fare. 
On 14 August Goebbels went to meet Prang at the station, only to be told that 
there was no money. Prang boarded the train, leaving Goebbels to walk home 
and reflect again on his apparently hopeless situation. The next day he was 
writing in his diary that a party conference like that in Weimar was in any case 
an awful idea. ‘If only Else were here,’ he added, but he then wrote: ‘The money 
is there! Off to Weimar!’?® 

The Weimar meeting in 1924 has been written off as fairly insignificant, 
demonstrating only how impotent and divided the völkisch movement was 
without Hitler’s leadership. Several standard histories of the Nazi movement do 
not even mention it.*! Its importance in Goebbels’ early political development 
should not be underrated. His visit to Weimar came at a vital point, when he was 
losing his faith with politics. This was the young activist’s first real participation 
in a wider national movement. In Weimar he saw crowds of nationalists, walking 
in the streets, gathering in the National Theatre, and drinking in pubs. For the 
first time he was part of a Nazi festival, and he revelled in the sight of marching 
columns with flags and swastikas, of lorries full of uniformed SA men, in the 
sound of singing and of calls of ‘Heil’.** He observed the presence of men from 
different parts of Germany, notably from Bavaria, and he enjoyed the way that 
Rhinelanders like himself were celebrated as ‘frontline’ opponents of the hated 
French occupiers. In his diary he sketched impressions of the senior figures of 
the movement who were present: Ludendorff, the old war hero; von Graefe and 
Gregor Strasser, leaders of the völkisch groups in north-west Germany; Gottfried 
Feder, Hitler’s economics adviser; and Julius Streicher from Nuremberg, the editor 
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of the anti-Semitic magazine Der Stürmer. Goebbels was not so carried away 
as to overlook the obvious failings of some of these. Streicher, he noted, was 
a ‘Berserker. Perhaps a bit pathological.’ He was unimpressed by some of the 
speakers he heard, and we sense already his own feeling that given the chance, 
he could do better. Goebbels still felt he was something of an outsider in this 
gathering, but he plucked up the courage to speak to Ludendorff, and felt that 
he had been acknowledged. He also spoke for an hour with Theodor Fritsch, the 
editor of the Handbook of the Jewish Question, an anti-Semitic book first published 
in the 1880s, and still selling in revised editions. Fritsch, Goebbels wrote, was 
like ‘a dear old uncle’, one who nonetheless strengthened all Goebbels’ anti- 
Semitic convictions.* 

Goebbels’ impressions of the Nazi movement in Weimar were deepened by his 
perception that this was the cradle of German culture. He felt that he, and the 
others there, were ‘under the eyes of Goethe’. He found time to visit Goethe’s 
house, and sat for an hour in Goethe’s favourite spot, where he wrote a few lines 
to Else. He also visited Schiller’s house, and was deeply moved by a sense of 
identification with the great writer. He visited the Liszt memorial, and reflected 
on how the young Richard Wagner, fleeing from the authorities in Dresden, had 
stopped in Weimar. Reflecting on the greatness of German culture, and on the 
readiness for suffering these artists had shown, he wrote: ‘The strong fist alone 
will not suffice. Only the spirit lasts through the centuries.’ He concluded his 
account of the weekend thus: 


The völkisch question is becoming mixed in my mind with all intellectual and 
religious questions. I am beginning to think in a völkisch way. That has nothing 
more to do with politics. That is a world view [Weltanschauung]. 

Iam starting to find firm ground. Ground that I can stand on. We are fighting 
for only one thing: for real German freedom. One should think of nothing 
else today, than that Germany must again be free.** 


Given that völkisch nationalism and Nazism are not typically associated 
with ‘freedom’, it is worth considering what Goebbels meant by ‘real German 
freedom’. He certainly did not mean anything like the typical liberal-democratic 
understandings of the word ‘freedom’, associated above all with respect for the 
individual and with constitutional protection for individual rights such as the 
freedom of conscience, of expression, of association, and from arbitrary arrest. 
Kurt Sontheimer has analysed how in völkisch ideology ‘freedom’ was conceived 
of as an organic moral connection to a hierarchically structured community. 
In this sense it meant acceptance of the precedence of the community over 
the individual, of the role of ‘the leader’, and an enjoyment of the order and 
discipline consequent upon the working of this hierarchy. It was ‘the freedom 
of belonging’. In a collective sense the ‘freedom’ of the German Volk meant 
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freedom from the shackles of the Treaty of Versailles, and from the imagined 
exploitation of international Jewish finance capital. Sontheimer concludes: ‘The 
anti-democratic versions of the idea of freedom are fundamentally nothing other 
than seductive variations of un-freedom in the name of freedom.’ 

Goebbels was not troubled by these liberal scruples. He did experience 
uncertainty after Weimar, but there was no doubt that his future now lay in the 
Nazi movement. In the next few months he threw himself into local politics, 
displaying the extraordinary energy which marked his rise to prominence. This 
was when he found his metier, when, significantly, his political engagement 
crystallized around two activities: writing and speaking. A day after returning 
from Weimar he had completed five articles intended for publication in the 
journal Völkische Freiheit (Völkisch Freedom), run by Friedrich Wiegershaus. That 
same evening, he met with a small group of supporters in Mönchen-Gladbach to 
found a regional group.” Significantly, rather than remaining on the edges of this 
meeting, Goebbels spoke for one and a half hours on ‘the fundamental problems 
of the völkisch world-view’, and wrote about this experience: ‘A young man sat 
directly in front of me, and I noticed during the speech how his eyes started to 
glow. His inner passion came back to me and had the effect of creating a deep 
inner connection between us two unknown people, which appeared to leave him 
and me related, as if in our souls, at that moment.’ Goebbels was beginning to 
realize the effect that he - as a speaker - could have on an audience.*’ 

It is important to consider the time and place in which Goebbels created 
himself as a young politician. The Nazi Party itself was at this time fragmented, 
disorganized, and leaderless. Even in Bavaria it had broken up into different 
local groups, and separate organizations like the SA. Some of its earlier leading 
figures, like its figurehead, Ludendorff, were drifting away, in his case towards a 
patently absurd form of mysticism. Hitler himself, although initially receiving 
visitors in Landsberg prison, had withdrawn into work on his book, and did not 
concern himself with details of political circumstances outside. In large parts of 
Germany, the Nazi Party had only skeletal local organizations, and it appeared 
of little relevance on the national stage, where acceptance of the Dawes Plan, 
rescheduling Germany’s reparations payments, had paved the way for a period of 
relative economic stability. Almost exclusively, the Nazi Party was still a presence 
in and around Munich; much of its support there was drawn from the lower 
middle class. 

In the Ruhr and the Rhineland, conditions were in some senses particularly 
unfavourable for the Nazis.** This was a densely urbanized industrial area, one 
of the most concentrated in Europe. Large cities like Düsseldorf and Cologne 
acted as centres for finance and administration; others like Essen and Duisburg 
were centres of heavy industry. There were dozens of smaller towns, often very 
sizeable in their own right, typically devoted to one or two industries. Some 
were based on iron and steel, many on coal mining; others, like Rheydt and 
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Mönchen-Gladbach, on textiles. Many of the towns, their populations swollen 
during the rapid industrial growth of the nineteenth century, had swallowed 
up surrounding villages, and now almost joined up with one another. Only 
thin stretches of countryside separated the built-up areas. The population of 
the Rhineland-Ruhr was overwhelmingly involved with industry: hundreds of 
thousands of people worked in the traditional heavy industries, coal, iron, and 
steel. The Social Democrats and the Communists, with their trade unions and 
networks of affıliated social groups, all with their own journals, newspapers, and 
local organizations, were strong. It was in this harsh industrial landscape that 
Goebbels learnt his trade. Just as Hitler’s individual strength of personality and 
influence as a public speaker had played a critical role in the development of the 
Nazi movement in Bavaria, Goebbels contributed single-handedly to the creation 
of a parallel phenomenon in the most industrialized region of Germany. One 
difference stands out: in Munich Hitler attracted the attention, and the lavish 
financial support, of wealthy individuals and families. He soon affected a rather 
grand lifestyle, travelling in a Mercedes, supported by a retinue of dedicated 
helpers. Goebbels detested wealthy people, and, whether from indifference, 
unwillingness, or idealism, did not court them as Hitler did. He was more at 
home with workers, and, perhaps because he lived like them, in real poverty, 
they responded to him. 

Goebbels’ political activity after Weimar started at home. The following week, 
Else returned from Switzerland, and Goebbels met her for three days in Cologne. 
Evidently, this time brought them closer together, and Goebbels was able to 
share his new commitment with her. He had been made ‘editor’ of Wiegershaus’ 
journal, the Völkische Freiheit, to be published in nearby Elberfeld, and on 1 
September 1924 he took delivery of a new typewriter. He had not previously 
done much typing, and his first priority was to become proficient at this. He was 
delighted when Else and her friend Alma showed enthusiasm for learning to type, 
and greatly enjoyed sharing his new work with them. On 5 September he wrote, 
with almost breathless excitement: ‘Little Else is my good little imp. She wants to 
help me with my work. Wants to learn to type and to be my secretary. That will 
make for beautiful, working winter evenings. I am looking forward to them.’ 
Almost every entry in his diary during this period contains some expression of 
his love for Else and appreciation of how good she was to him. 

For the actual newspaper, which had only a tiny local circulation, Goebbels had 
to write ‘a cultural-political essay, a review of the week’s politics, a glossary, and 
various other small things’.*° Wiegershaus had arranged for ten daily newspapers 
to be delivered to his new editor, and Goebbels noted with some distaste how he 
had to spend time reading them. This was his first involvement with practical 
journalism, and he learnt quickly. A significant feature of his early writing was 
his ‘political diary’, a personal column which he used to gain experience in 
commenting on foreign affairs. He developed a working style which demanded 
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manic energy, often returning from a meetingin the small hours and then staying 
up to work on the newspaper. Goebbels was now speaking frequently to small 
meetingsin and around Rheydt, and at first he was embarrassed, and characteristi- 
cally cynical. On 3 September he spoke to a group of ‘good burgers’ in Wickrath. 
‘Twill be a demagogue of the worst sort’, he wrote, ‘A people’s speaker. But, along 
with that, one must work on oneself.’4! A few days later, Goebbels attended a 
commemoration in nearby Elberfeld of the battle of Tannenberg in 1914; this 
was the last time he went to one of these meetings as a spectator rather than a 
participant, and had to watch others perform. He noted with dismay that there 
were arguments between national socialists and völkisch speakers, and gave a clear 
indication of his own sympathies in his comments on the leading Nazi present: 
‘Strasser speaks. The Municher. Hitler’s spirit in his heart. The national socialist. 
We need to get someone like that here in the industrial area.’ 

Gregor Strasser, a tall man with great physical presence, was a pharmacist by 
training, who had risen to the rank of First Lieutenant during the First World 
War. Much of his political appeal was based on his ability to communicate with 
ex-soldiers. He had been active in the NSDAP since 1921, and his talents as an 
organizer and a speaker were highly regarded by Hitler.“ Evidently, Goebbels was 
now coming to the attention of more established figures in the movement. At 
this meeting in Elberfeld he managed to get himself presented to Ludendorff, and 
he spent some time talking with Gregor Strasser. He also met Ernst Röhm, one of 
Hitler’s closest personal friends: ‘His face knocked about. The field soldier.’ 

Goebbels’ point of contact with these men was Wiegershaus, who unwittingly 
thereby wrote his name into history. Goebbels desperately needed the entrée to 
higher Nazi circles that Wiegershaus could give him, and the opportunity to 
write and produce a small newspaper, but he thought the man a fool, likening 
him to the Weimar Republic’s elderly President: ‘Fritz Wiegershaus is the Papa 
Ebert of the company. But harmless.’ Goebbels, who was much preoccupied with 
the issue of leadership, did not think for a moment that any of those at this 
meeting in Elberfeld, or the rally in Weimar, had the potential for leadership. He 
put his faith in the absent Hitler, whom he thought might be freed from prison 
in October: ‘The movement lacks the unifying thought. That is Hitler: the firm 
pole around which all national socialist thought circles.’* 

On 17 September Goebbels gave his next speech, but it was to ‘daft peasants’ in 
the village of Wickrathberg, a few miles south of Rheydt, and he admitted that he 
had stirred up no great enthusiasm.** The next night he had more success before 
a group of workers in Mönchen-Gladbach: ‘The people were restlessly excited. 
Now the fire is spreading.’ In the next few days a ‘worker friend’ invited him to 
address a meeting in the nearby town of Neuss, and he spoke again in Rheydt. 
After this Goebbels noted: 
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My reputation as a speaker and cultural-political writer is going through 
the ranks of the adherents of national socialist thinking in the whole 
Rhineland. 

This evening I have to speak in Neuss. I am not preparing for it at all. I am 
finding it not half as difficult as I had thought to speak extempore. But one 
has, above all, to have practice for that. And I am getting that in these little 
meetings of supporters.*° 


Evidently, the speech in Neuss went well, and Goebbels appears to have succeeded 
in creating a genuine sense of communion between speaker and audience: 
‘Saturday in Neuss was a great success. The idea is marching. We need not doubt 
anything with human material like this in our ranks.’” 

Goebbels had discovered that he could get along with ordinary people, and 
this sense of shared endeavour was intoxicating. His diary at this time is full of 
reference to late night talks with small groups of workers, and with individuals 
like ‘locomotive driver Florack’. He stayed up one night at home with him and 
seven others: ‘A policeman, officials, a writer, a secretary, a wonderful little people, 
these Germans. Yes, with this Volk we can really start something.’** A few weeks 
later, a member of the local group in Rheydt gave Goebbels a present, a pedigree 
Dobermann bitch. Again and again he wrote of his belief in the workers, and 
in German youth.” He balanced this dewy-eyed romanticism with a shrewd 
appraisal of individuals. Fritz Prang, who had introduced Goebbels to the Nazi 
movement, was a frequent visitor in Rheydt at this time, but Goebbels was leaving 
him behind: ‘Fritz Prang is diligent in our affairs, but somewhat nervous and 
haphazard in his work. We will have to take him in hand.’*° 

Even as Goebbels gained confidence in his own abilities, he saw ever more 
clearly the limitations of those around him. In October he spent a few days in 
Elberfeld working with Wiegershaus, and started to build a power base there. 
In speeches there he built up an enthusiastic following, although he was ever 
more critical of Wiegershaus, whom he saw as an over-comfortable bourgeois. 
Elberfeld, part of a conurbation with the town of Barmen on the opposite bank 
of the Rhine from Rheydt, was to be a centre of intrigue for the next six months 
as Goebbels commenced his dramatic rise to prominence in the Nazi movement. 
He had also come to the attention of the occupation authorities. On 23 October, 
the Goebbels’ house in Rheydt was searched by Belgian police, which upset 
Goebbels’ mother ‘terribly’, and after this Goebbels had to report to the local 
German police. They clearly sided with him, though, and Goebbels noted that 
the inspector who interviewed him in the morning greeted him cheerfully in 
Elberfeld on the same evening!*! 

Goebbels now had his eyes set on greater things. Wiegershaus had invited 
him to travel to Berlin to discuss personally with Ludendorff whether the Field 
Marshal should stand in a future election for the Presidency of the Republic. On 30 
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October 1924 Goebbels took the train with Wiegershaus to the metropolis. Most 
writers on Goebbels have depicted romanticized versions of his first encounter 
with Berlin, placing it later in his career, and describing his shocked reaction 
to the fleshpots of the capital.’ In fact, he recorded that on this first visit, he 
‘saw scarcely anything of the city’. His time was totally taken up with talks with 
various völkisch leaders, including Ludendorff, for whom Goebbels still had an 
unbounded admiration. He was less taken with the other völkisch deputies he 
met there: Graefe, Wulle, Reventlow, and Kube. Wiegershaus impressed him least 
of all.” Others, though, were impressed with Goebbels. He was invited to work 
in distant Pomerania by the leader of the Nazi and völkisch movement there, 
Theodor Vahlen, but he turned this down.“ He did agree to travel to Pomerania 
for a series of speeches, and shortly after returning to Elberfeld he was back on 
the train. 

On 13 November Goebbels travelled to Berlin, and from there to Greifenhagen 
on the Baltic coast, where he spoke, in his own words ‘to an empty room’. Things 
were better in Stettin, where the hall was full, and in Pyritz, where he felt he had 
a great success. On 17 November he reached the university town of Greifswald, 
where he was hosted by a lawyer, Dr Jarmer.” Greifswald had recently been the 
scene of violent demonstrations after a planned visit there by the French anti- 
war writer Henri Barbusse. Vahlen, a professor of mathematics at the university, 
had stirred up controversy with outspoken speeches denouncing the French, 
and the German republican government which was prepared to allow people 
like Barbusse to speak in Greifswald. Nationalist and Nazi feeling was strong 
amongst the student body and some of the academic staff.’ On the evening of 
17 November Goebbels spoke in the town hall, ‘in front of 1,000 people. I came 
right out of myself. People were raving with excitement. I was celebrated like a 
god. Much usable material. Oh, my Greifswald!’ 

Goebbels was realizing that he possessed an extraordinary talent as a speaker. 
We may allow that he inflated the figures attending some of these early meetings, 
and that he idealized the enthusiasm of his audiences, but there is no doubt that 
he had an ability which put him head and shoulders above all other Nazi speakers, 
with the one exception of Hitler. Nor should we underestimate the difficulties 
facing him. Although he was often addressing a tiny audience of faithful 
supporters, he had always to face the possibility of the presence of opponents, 
mainly Communists, who would think nothing of disrupting proceedings. After 
his return from Greifswald, he spoke in Mönchen-Gladbach to an audience (by 
his reckoning) of ‘1,200 people, including 800 Jews.’®® How he could identify 
these people as Jews is not clear. Most probably, he meant simply opponents. A 
few days later he spoke in Hamborn in the Ruhr ‘in front of the Communists’.*? 
These were not polite meetings, where a speaker might be listened to quietly, or 
with indifference. Indeed, Goebbels came to pride himself on his ability to win 
over a hostile audience. 
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We know little about Goebbels’ early style as a public speaker; the first sound 
recordings of his speeches date from the early 1930s. He must have had a powerful 
voice, and been able to project this to crowds without amplification. Although 
he liked to prepare his speeches thoroughly beforehand, until the end of his 
life he could always improvise if called upon, and deliver an effective speech, 
even in the open air. After Victor Klemperer first heard Goebbels speaking, he 
wrote that he ‘was doubly surprised at his bass and at the pastoral unctuousness 
and heartfelt tone of his delivery’. This author would describe Goebbels’ voice 
rather as a rich and sonorous baritone, unusually strong for a man with such 
a small frame. One thing should be absolutely clear: Goebbels did not copy 
Hitler. He had not heard Hitler speak when he took his first tentative steps as 
a public speaker, and he developed the techniques which were to serve him so 
well in the years ahead before he met him.°! Goebbels combined an academic 
command of vocabulary and sentence structure with an ability to present ideas 
with great simplicity. He learnt to manipulate the emotions of an audience, 
using words, gestures, intonation, and tone. The pointing index finger, raised 
in admonition or warning next to his face, became a characteristic gesture, as 
did his more academic habit of striking the lectern or table in front of him to 
emphasize particular words. 

Goebbels has often been described as an empty vessel, a man with no real 
feelings who mimicked a range of emotions as he felt necessary, and shamelessly 
manipulated the feelings of others. His detachment has often been cited as 
evidence of this, the way in which, after a speech, he would analyse his own 
performance and the reaction of the audience, looking to see which techniques 
had been most effective. There is abundant evidence to suggest that he did analyse 
his own performance after every speech - and indeed it would have been strange 
if he did not - but this does not mean that the emotions he projected during a 
speech were necessarily false or insincere. There is much more evidence to suggest 
that he was a passionate young man, who mingled his own personal discontents 
with wider public sentiments, and learnt how to articulate the feelings of larger 
groups. And although Goebbels used a self-consciously academic style, larding 
his speeches with literary quotes, and with historical examples, he could also 
make his audiences laugh. He developed a cruel and menacing style of sarcasm, 
in which he caricatured opponents, often with a deceptive flattery, and this 
was particularly savoured by his audiences. In an age before television, and in 
the last years before radios became household items in Germany, a working- 
class audience going to hear Goebbels speak was promised a heady mixture of 
confrontation, emotion, and entertainment. We will never now recapture the full 
flavour of these early speeches, because the first printed versions did not contain 
his extempore demolition of hecklers, and this was, by all accounts, what his 
audiences enjoyed most; this was why Goebbels particularly relished speaking 
to an audience which contained a fair leavening of opponents. 
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One early listener to Goebbels was Albert Krebs, who later served as Gauleiter 
(or area leader of the Nazi Party) in Hamburg between 1926 and 1928. He 
heard Goebbels speak in the winter of 1924, in Frankfurt-am-Main, and he later 
wrote that Goebbels, dressed in a green army shirt and the grey trousers of an 
infantry officer, started this speech with the words ‘We who have been shot in 
the World War ...!’ Krebs asserts that everyone in the audience presumed that 
the speaker had been wounded at the front; some thought Goebbels was an 
ex-fighter pilot. Apparently this later became something of a scandal in the 
movement, when Goebbels was accused in 1927 of pretending to be something 
he was not. Goebbels defended himself by arguing that in the winter of 1924-25 
any speaker who wanted to challenge the politics of the establishment had to 
defend themselves against the charge of war-mongering, and that only war 
veterans could effectively do this; his adoption of the uniform was therefore no 
more than a harmless, and justified propaganda trick.” It is a bizarre story, and 
seems implausible. One would imagine that with audiences containing a high 
percentage of men who had been at the front, Goebbels would, pretending to be 
a wounded veteran, have run a grave risk of being exposed as a charlatan, with 
potentially fatal consequences for his credibility. If it is true, it certainly suggests 
a flexible approach to any idea of ‘truth’. 

In December 1924, as the Reichstag elections approached, Goebbels again had 
the opportunity to speak outside his home territory, and travelled to Hesse. A 
meeting in Frankfurt-am-Main went smoothly (this was presumably the one 
attended by Krebs), but others in Bebra and in Hersfeld were broken up by 
opponents. In the last days before the voting he spoke again locally in Velbert 
and in Kettwig, but the election results were disastrous for the völkisch block. 
It gained only 3 per cent of the votes, and its 32 deputies were reduced to 14, 
including only four Nazis. Goebbels was unimpressed by the electoral setback. He 
was by this time up to his neck in intrigues to replace Wiegershaus as Gauleiter of 
North Rhineland with one of two new colleagues, Axel Ripke and Karl Kaufmann. 
In January 1925, Wiegershaus dismissed Goebbels from the Völkische Freiheit, 
bringing to an end his first period of journalistic activity. Much has been written 
about the ensuing power struggle, and how over the next few months Goebbels 
adopted a socialist position, following Ripke, Kaufmann, and their superior, 
Gregor Strasser. We should be cautious about this. Goebbels did frequently 
use the word ‘Sozialismus’, and, as we have seen, he had an idealistic view of 
the German working class. He was repelled by the internationalism of Marxism 
(which he saw as a Jewish creed), and his brand of ‘socialism’, while rabidly 
anti-capitalistic, was always primarily nationalist in orientation. He had little 
interest in or knowledge of economics, and in his own understanding he inverted 
the Marxist idea of base and superstructure. For Marx, economic affairs took 
primacy, and determined the form of politics and of culture. Goebbels believed 


50 Joseph Goebbels 


conversely that the ‘idea’ and the ‘will’ were formative, and that economics were 
secondary to them. 

Goebbels had varying levels of admiration for Ripke, Kaufmann, and Strasser. 
Although he did in the winter of 1924-25 develop a genuine affection for 
Kaufmann, he was never close to Strasser. He admired Ripke, who was a writer, 
for his intellect, but in the final analysis, Goebbels thought he was a bourgeois, 
and not a revolutionary. Curiously, Goebbels never thought of himself as the 
long-awaited leader of the völkisch movement. Even though he had not met 
Hitler, and learnt little more about him in these months, he anxiously awaited 
his release from Landsberg, and speculated about the direction he might then 
take. On 19 December he wrote: ‘In the next few days it will be decided whether 
Hitler comes out. Lord God, give us this man back.’ As ever, Goebbels mixed the 
personal with the political. On the same day he wrote: ‘I have got to know a lovely 
woman. Elisabeth Gänsicke ... She reminds me greatly of Anka.’ Over the next 
few days this relationship strengthened, and Goebbels soon lost his head. Over 
Christmas and the New Year he was alternately seeing Else and Elisabeth, and 
conducting a similarly turbulent relationship with both. He quarrelled bitterly 
with Elisabeth in January, evidently over sex, and taxed himself in his diary with 
his unfairness to Else. Clearly his strong feelings for Elisabeth were, to an extent, 
reciprocated, and Goebbels continued seeing her for several weeks, but he was 
unable to commit to her. Else, perhaps suspecting something was afoot, was also 
demanding more from her penniless and often distracted suitor, and Goebbels 
noted sadly at this time that she still wanted to be ‘a woman, and can not be a 
comrade’.% By the end of February, both women had broken off relations with 
him, leaving him sunk in self-pity. 

For months Goebbels had been awaiting Hitler’s release from prison, but this 
did not lead immediately to the resolution of his political problems. Interestingly 
it was only three days after Hitler’s release from Landsberg on 20 December that 
he wrote in his diary: ‘Adolf Hitler is free! Now we will separate ourselves from 
the reactionary völkisch people, and will be real national socialists again. Heil, 
Adolf Hitler!” It was not until 27 February 1925 that Hitler spoke in public again, 
and announced the re-establishment of the Nazi Party; after this he was banned 
from further public speaking in Bavaria and in Prussia. For several months he 
effectively retired from public life to concentrate on preparing his prison writings 
for publication, leaving Goebbels and others to their own efforts. 

Shortly before Hitler’s formal announcement of the re-formation of the Nazi 
Party, changes were made to its organization in the Rhineland and Ruhr. Gregor 
Strasser was entrusted with the overall direction of the Party in northern Germany, 
and at a meeting in Hamm in February 1925, Goebbels was appointed as the 
business manager of his office in Elberfeld, with a small salary to commence in 
April. Much has been written about this phase of the Nazi Party’s history, and 
there has been considerable analysis of the development of Strasser’s ‘Westblock’, 
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the association of Nazi groups in north and western Germany.” In policy 
terms, Strasser’s greater commitment to socialism has been stressed, and many 
writers have mistakenly portrayed Goebbels at this time almost as a frustrated 
Communist, moving into ideological opposition to Hitler.” In fact, there were in 
1925 two developments which were of great significance in Goebbels’ emergence 
as an important politician: first, his growing experience and reputation as a 
speaker, particularly before working-class audiences; and, second, his evolution 
as a political journalist. Both developments happened before Goebbels met or 
heard Hitler in person, at a time typically depicted as one of stagnation in the 
larger development of the Nazi Party. 

After quarrelling with both Else Janke and with Elisabeth Gensicke, Goebbels 
again experienced a period of depression in the spring of 1925. He was still 
desperately poor, and experienced many indignities and frustrations because of 
this. Politically, Hitler’s inaction was deeply disappointing to Goebbels, and he 
found fault in many of his colleagues. He took some consolation from reading 
and from music. On 27 March he heard a performance of Bach’s St Matthew 
Passion and was again deeply impressed. In his diary he wrote that he yearned 
for his old life ‘in the arts’. Again, he identified himself with Christ, and singled 
out Karl Erb, who had sung the part of Christ in the Passion: ‘So beautiful, one 
thought the earth must sink.’ Goebbels then quoted a number of the key lines 
about Christ in the text: ‘I want to wait with my Jesus’; ‘and he cried bitterly’; 
‘My God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’ ‘Then he cried out once more, and died.’ 
After reflecting further on his own misery and confusion, Goebbels closed his 
diary entry by repeating ‘My God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’’! 

Goebbels was characteristically roused from this slough of despond by renewed 
political activity and by a resumption of his relationship with Else. He had been 
speaking sporadically earlier in the year, and made a second tour to Pomerania 
in March, shortly before the first round of the Presidential election, in which 
Ludendorff, standing as the völkisch candidate, was soundly beaten by his old 
comrade in arms, Field Marshal Hindenburg. Before the second ballot, Goebbels 
gave several speeches in the Ruhr, to audiences of miners and steelworkers, and 
drew fresh energy from his success with them. Although he was still quarrelling 
with Else, he persuaded her to come to one of these meetings, in Hattingen: ‘Into 
the hall. Absolutely full. I deliver a brilliant speech. Else is sitting in the front 
row. Everybody is restlessly stirred up.’” A few weeks later, an appearance in 
Remscheid was followed by a pitched battle in a railway tunnel between the Nazi 
supporters and hundreds of Communists. In situations like this, where many on 
both sides were hardened war veterans, it was particularly important for Goebbels 
to prove his physical courage, and he proudly noted how he had stood his ground 
in the middle of the fighting.” For men who had experienced actual warfare, 
the brawling which attended political meetings was an opportunity to relive 
these most intense moments of their former lives. We cannot underestimate the 
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importance it had for Goebbels, seeking to share both the experience which he 
had previously missed, and its associated comradeship.’* Although he was always 
closely guarded by ‘party comrades’ when speaking and going to meetings, there 
can be no doubting both the danger he exposed himself to, and his courage. 
In June 1925, Goebbels moved into new offices in Elberfeld, which included 
a two-room flat for him, and, he noted, a piano. A police report compiled 
later stated that he had been forced by the occupation authorities to leave the 
Rhineland ‘because of subversive political activities’, so it would appear that 
the move was helpful to him for several reasons.” He escaped the confines of 
his parental home, and was able to expand his political activities without the 
supervision of foreign police. This was also when his first writings appeared in 
the main Nazi Party newspaper, the Völkischer Beobachter, which had resumed 
publication in February 1925. In May 1925 the Völkischer Beobachter carried an 
article on ‘National Socialism on the Rhine and the Ruhr’, which quoted a lengthy 
passage from an open letter from Goebbels to his erstwhile völkisch comrade 
Reventlow.’° The prose in this ‘letter’ was stilted and tedious, but three weeks 
later the Völkischer Beobachter carried a whole article by Goebbels, entitled ‘Idea 
and Sacrifice’, in which we can read his distinctive voice. The article was again in 
the style of an open letter, a format he had used in the Völkische Freiheit, which 
allowed him to adopt a personal and intimate narrative tone. ‘Idea and sacrifice’ 
was addressed to an imaginary former Communist who had now joined the 
ranks of the Nazi Party, and Goebbels used it to advocate his belief that the Nazis 
should be ‘a party of class struggle’.’”” The ‘letter’ took an embattled, but lyrical 
tone, and built towards a rapturous conclusion, tinged with a sense of menace: 
‘Thus we fight for our freedom, with an endless love for all like us who live in 
servitude, and with an endless hatred against all who are guilty of making us 
slaves.’”® Both as an orator and as a political journalist, Goebbels was still learning 


NATIONALSOZIALISMUS 7 WIRTS: 
Kammer | Beilage zum „Böltifben Beob 


a og mngstanster Witterfeit Rieg in focus wie ertooden, am Tage, bei ber barten 
altes Qabeychnt er. Wrbeit, im Rillen Frieden Des Abends wab In 

a “iat Siden Türmen Ne toes |den Piusmervsit burdpaodjeen Nacn. 

logge gr t | Go, lieber Stirb, Pelle id mich in 


M 

a t an m die Orisnerel. Des Gude mar rn, Ride alt bärgerlider Satetligeasice 

ong . ag gee Wonteoneı yweillumg, Huf bicien Türmen | tomme iA zu Juen, mit band und Fire. 
einmal, Das ch mein verhalten jr Seifen auf ed, wee DIE anbertn trennt 
„sine Bund: Die ger 
























per @rtenutnia die 
leben 
dei m 






Über uud damn cin Prien ner, 































Batten eimex heißen Ting binter und. Den we alder i ive “Vino tole _aneinandergetettet, 
2. ange ate, bie mutiger umd opferberciter tee m i, tot leuchtenden K. ae 
itag manen Wir. bast ren quem ci wollen tole? pret fein! Breie, beutfche | © Se ert mad Butler und Leifbeng, nicht nod) 
nn Selen uf ed Arbeiter in einem fecken, beuckhen ane! take Be Miele Männer der Strkeit doc ante | Sen, uud Dertun berkise 
Gone (etkmalt Ration, bie teens heute in einer uiseehärten Swehtichait, | ite Bie eben fire milder $änptec, bie fe anie Sipon, walt bereits hpa 
Det, Sie Sm Marehiner im der ‘Rents a kx Dee Deimat iced in pee eee 3 net > P es | en eee ee wen a 
Sen olie Sher ana uber weit rben gehört Mamatkem nyjen Mir | accent nbigtedt, zu coim mb pu 
SU Si I berfelben pienetat Fe A a | „3 mömen wir Die bentite Guten in unjere 
init der 3 - Gedei 
tie men und etend? eine Deciemmlng Bake erat dk or beret, fat be | Sum ‘eet it) taugen) inpe. Gebt and Sei emimeteneauene. So Eo tmgfen wie 
p senile, vecilonen, ua mn oben Wie it] ES yig ear ep Seer, Sit oceans Detimat misteri lmer IR die Arbeit, [ME Dod, tms uns deter Smbegrigf und Fete 
= age unne. | è Kia het Ls bee Bondy den Vorpeidiiee | uni I bat Band! 
> Te eric wie gepragette unbe. | 1S ensefang bet; mi „er tt] Tos iR De es, für Die wir, spleen, fat Slien ie alle Aerambe wt der Hütte! 
ate Fert ein aah rot flinpfen, er würde im einer | ume di "mit einer gewifken Selbor Mit Sondidleg = a 
in. Die ution i teit. D Seren. Cotte 
ou oe inte ewe dere SHAUL md on | iomp ta tow Se Milien Stauber mag er and | MMC DOE iit wnjere Sey am | 


5. ‘Idea and sacrifice’, Goebbels’ first published article in the Nazi Party newspaper, 
the Völkischer Beobachter, 14/15 June 1925. Here he explored some of the ideas which 
preoccupied him until his suicide in 1945. 
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his trade, but he was learning rapidly, and effectively. In quick succession he had 
two further articles published in the Völkischer Beobachter, and he proudly noted 
that he received letters expressing support for his ideas ‘from all sides’.” 

Goebbels’ first articles in the Völkischer Beobachter stressed the ‘socialist’ side of 
the Nazi programme, and were directly addressed to the proletariat of the Ruhr. 
Goebbels was deeply troubled by the thought that others around him, like Ripke, 
and possibly even Hitler himself, were not sufficiently hostile to capitalism, but 
his fears were temporarily abated in August by his second visit to Weimar for 
what was now billed as a Nazi Party rally. Here Goebbels actually saw Hitler and 
heard him speak for the first time on Saturday 12 July 1925. In his diary, he 
described how Hitler’s arrival in Weimar was delayed, and the Party faithful - as 
ever — were kept waiting for him: 


Then a call and a sign. He is there. Still a wait of half an hour. Achtung! Calls 
of Heil. There he is. 

Dinter [Gauleiter of Thuringia] greets him. And then Hitler begins to speak. 
What a voice. What gestures, what passion. Exactly what I had wanted from 
him. I can scarcely contain myself. My heart stands still. I hang on every 
word. 


Goebbels managed to shake Hitler’s hand after the speech, but he was clearly 
still some way from the centre of power in the Party. Writing up his impressions 
a couple of days later, Goebbels pledged himself to Hitler: ‘Now I know that he, 
who leads, is born to be the Führer. I am ready to sacrifice everything for this 
man. History gives peoples the greatest men in the greatest times of need.’®° 

Goebbels’ statement that he saw now that Hitler was ‘born to be the Fiihrer’ 
is significant. One of the central themes of völkisch ideology was its rejection of 
the idea of an elected leader, and its concomitant call for a leader who would 
derive legitimacy from talent, instinct, and a willingness to take responsibility for 
all decisions. This was a concept with pronouncedly mystical dimensions. This 
imagined Führer would carry within him something divine, and would emerge 
from the Volk almost as a force of nature. Oswald Spengler had expressed this 
in typically obscure and metaphysical terms, writing: ‘The genuine statesman is 
incarnate history, its directedness expressed as individual will and its organic logic 
as character.’ The binary opposition to the Fiihrer was the idea of his followers 
(Gefolgschaft), who in turn would owe him complete dedication, obedience, and 
loyalty. Spengler also explained this, in slightly clearer terms: 


The genuine statesman is distinguished from the ‘mere politician’ — the player 
who plays for the pleasure of the game, the arriviste on the heights of history, 
the seeker after wealth and rank - as also from the schoolmaster of an ideal, 
by the fact that he dares to demand sacrifices - and obtains them, because his 
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feeling that he is necessary to the time and nation is shared by thousands, 
transforms them to the core, and renders them capable of deeds to which 
otherwise they could never have risen.*! 


Numerous writers in the Weimar Republic picked up this theme, revelling in 
what Peter Gay calls ‘the voluptuous passivity of total obedience’.° Hans Blüher 
wrote in 1924: 


The leader [Fiihrer] and the people differ in one important respect: the leader 
does not need the people to be a leader; but the people only becomes a people 
through its leader. In the absence of a leader it remains a milling crowd, a 
multiplicity of individuals ...%° 


An untrammelled veneration for ‘the Führer’ was the basis of Goebbels’ subsequent 
relationship with Hitler, and it meant that from the outset Goebbels saw Hitler 
as much more than just an individual politician. He saw in him the force of 
‘History’ and of ‘Race’, and abdicated all sense of his own individual responsibil- 
ity before him. 

As it had the year before, contact with the wider national socialist movement 
in Weimar gave Goebbels new inspiration. Over the next few weeks his faith in 
Hitler was strengthened by his reading of Mein Kampf (which was published in 
July 1925), and Goebbels was inspired to create one of the dramatic inversions he 
was fond of: ‘Hitler is the idea, and the idea is Hitler.’** On 22 August, Goebbels 
attended a procession of the SA in Essen, in the heart of the industrial Ruhr, 
and his account of this is revealing. After watching a march of stormtroopers 
to the Bismarck memorial in the town centre, Goebbels went with others in a 
lorry to a packed hall, where (according to him) a noisy and excited crowd of 
3,000 was waiting for Artur Dinter to speak. Dinter had not turned up though, 
and Goebbels takes up the story: 


I therefore have to fill in for him. I am greeted with a storm of applause. And 
then I speak. For half an hour. And in front of these silent, still people my 
enthusiasm grows, and I enthuse them as well. 
A storm of applause at the end. I am surrounded by people on all sides. 
Back home in a lorry with the troop from the Falken [a youth movement]. 
These Falkeners are good fellows. I really like them. Through the black night, 
celebrating through the towns.* 


It was this kind of comradeship which really inspired Goebbels. One can only 
try to imagine how intoxicating it must have been for a young man, hitherto 
reclusive and solitary, to find that he had the nerve to improvise a speech in 
front of a huge, turbulent audience, to be received like a hero, and hours later, to 
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travel home through the darkened streets of the industrial towns with a gang of 
cheering lads. A few weeks after the Essen speech, Goebbels was carried through 
the hall by a crowd in nearby Düsseldorf.®° His journalism was also beginning to 
attract attention. He noted in October that orders for the new newspaper he was 
editing, the Nationalsozialistische Briefe (National Socialist Letters), were coming 
in ‘from all parts of the Reich’.’’ He had also been writing a small pamphlet, 
the Das kleine abc des Nationalsozialisten (The Little ABC of the National Socialist), 
intended as a catechism for the Nazi supporter. On 26 October 1925, Goebbels 
wrote that he had heard that Hitler wanted to offer him the editorship of the 
Völkischer Beobachter. He was on the threshold of great things. He concluded 
that day’s entry: 


The ABC is ready. Good. I am pleased with it. 

I will travel through the whole world. I will speak everywhere. 
Else is coming tomorrow. Hurrah! 

I am happy.**® 


3 


‘The Coming Dictator’ 


For we are here, and remain, mortal enemies: we reject international Russian 
communism exactly as we reject international Marxist Socialism, because both, 
according to our deep conviction, can not obtain or secure either German 
freedom in foreign policy, or the economic freedom of the German worker! 
Gregor Strasser, in the Völkischer Beobachter, 22 October 1925.1 


On 10 September 1925, Goebbels attended a closed meeting of leading Nazi 
officials from north and west Germany in the town of Hagen, on the south of 
the Ruhr area. The meeting had been called by Gregor Strasser, and Goebbels 
had helped to prepare the plan carried through there, to form a ‘North-west 
German Working Community’ of the Nazi Party, with a distinctly anti-capitalist 
programme. Even though Strasser was not there in person, Goebbels wrote 
that his group got ‘everything as we wanted it’ from the meeting: Strasser was 
confirmed as leader of the Working Community, and its office was established 
in Elberfeld in the Ruhr, where Goebbels would be the ‘manager’. The group 
would publish a fortnightly sheet, the Nationalsozialistische Briefe, to be edited 
by Goebbels.” Over the next six months this group was constantly active, not 
just in holding meetings and demonstrations, but to the extent of developing a 
‘programme’ which it hoped to see promoted to the status of Party doctrine. Early 
historians of the Nazi movement even portrayed Strasser’s Working Community 
as a ‘separate party’, or as a ‘Strasser party in the Hitler party’,* but this is mistaken. 
It was clearly established with Hitler’s approval. Shortly before Christmas 1925, 
the ‘Chancellery’ of Adolf Hitler sent a circular to all regional branches of the 
Party commending the ‘outstanding’ pamphlet produced under the auspices of 
the Working Community and edited by one ‘Dr Goebbels’, Das kleine abc des 
Nationalsozialisten. The regional leaders were ‘strongly recommended’ to read the 
‘information sheet’ produced by the Working Community, the Nationalsozial- 
istische Briefe.* The police had also noted the activities of Goebbels and Strasser, 
in particular their joint production of Nationalsozialistische Briefe.” 

In Hagen Goebbels had to negotiate with several future political companions. 
Some, like Helmuth Elbrechter, Theodor Vahlen, and Karl Kaufmann, he already 
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knew well; others, like Hinrich Lohse, the Gauleiter of Schleswig-Holstein, Franz 
von Pfeffer, an ex-Freikorps commander, Ludolf Haase from Göttingen, and Robert 
Ley, the Gauleiter of Rhineland South, were newer to him. In some cases he would 
work with them for years to come. Goebbels was not a kind judge of other men, 
and he thought little of most of these. Vahlen, who was in his mid-fifties, he 
thought was too old, and too conservative. He wrote: ‘For us in the West there 
can be no doubt. First the socialist redemption, then, like a hurricane, national 
liberation.’ Goebbels thought Elbrechter too contented and bourgeois, and he 
was scathing about Robert Ley from Cologne, who had evidently dissented at 
the meeting: ‘Dr Ley is a blockhead, perhaps an intriguer. He must get out of 
the Working Community.’ Goebbels had mixed feelings about Gregor Strasser 
himself, whose patronage he depended upon as he made his way into the Nazi 
Party hierarchy. As one of the Party’s four Reichstag deputies, Strasser was entitled 
to parliamentary immunity and also to free railway travel throughout Germany, 
and Goebbels actually saw far less of him than of others based in the north-west. 
Strasser travelled almost continuously at this time, moving between his power 
bases in the industrial areas of Germany, in the Rhineland-Ruhr, Berlin, and 
Saxony, speaking frequently. Goebbels often wrote quite warmly about Strasser 
in his diary, but he was never totally convinced by him. He had no great regard 
for his intellect, but was impressed by his concern for ordinary workers, which 
was based on an appeal to the comradeship of the trenches. He also admired 
Strasser’s radicalism, and his ability as a speaker. After watching him in action in 
Hamm, Goebbels wrote: ‘Strasser speaks. Brilliant. I have never heard him like 
this before. With earthiness, humour, sharpness, sarcasm, irony. All passions are 
let loose. An electric current of fury and indignation goes through the hall.’” 

Karl Kaufmann was the other Nazi Goebbels was closest to at this time. Goebbels 
thought him ‘a fanatic’, and admired his impatience and resolution. There was 
an instability in Kaufmann which Goebbels perversely preferred to Strasser’s 
more stable temperament. The two men often sat late into the night talking 
politics. Goebbels even thought Kaufmann might replace Richard Flisges as a 
friend. On some occasions when Goebbels met up with Else, Kaufmann socialized 
with them. Goebbels developed a real affection for Kaufmann, tinged with an 
indulgent tolerance, an attitude which was to become increasingly strained. 
Kaufmann also shared Goebbels’ interest in the arts, and together they went to 
concerts, and occasionally to see a silent film. 

Much has been made of the idea that Goebbels flirted with opposition to Hitler 
and the Nazi Party in the winter of 1925-26. Strikingly, the two men still had very 
little actual contact, and for Goebbels, Hitler remained an enigmatic and distant 
figure. There were certainly times when Goebbels felt frustration with his idealized 
leader, but this was confined by an almost unbounded admiration. Given how 
little he actually knew Hitler, it seems that Goebbels had a psychological need 
to attribute to him a Messianic status. On 14 October 1925 he made a famous 
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entry in his diary: ‘I am finishing Hitler’s book. With raging excitement! Who 
is this man? Half plebeian, half God! Really Christ, or only John?’s A few weeks 
later, after several missed appointments, Hitler came to Braunschweig, one of 
the few places in Germany where he was still allowed to speak, and Goebbels 
was able to meet him again. It had been arranged for Hitler to speak in one hall, 
and for Goebbels to address an overspill meeting in another. For days beforehand 
Goebbels was anxious, wondering what impression he might make on Hitler, 
and hoping that he might get some time with him. Given what we know of 
Hitler’s style as a speaker, his habit of arriving late, and of cloistering himself in 
a hotel room before and after a meeting, and that he and Goebbels would be 
addressing separate meetings at more or less the same time, Goebbels had reason 
to be nervous. He wrote: ‘Perhaps I shall succeed in collaring Hitler for a while. 
I shall go straight to the point. I shall tell him everything which burns in my 
soul. Everything depends on it.” Presumably Goebbels was referring here to the 
ideas of the Working Community. 

On 5 November, Goebbels called on Hitler in Braunschweig. Hitler was 
captivating, but elusive: ‘Half past seven. We go in the car to Hitler. He is having 
his meal. He jumps to his feet, there he is. Shakes my hand. Like an old friend. 
And those big blue eyes. Like stars. He is glad to see me. I am really happy.’ For 
all that he seemed like an ‘old friend’, Hitler quickly dismissed Goebbels, and 
retired to prepare his speech. Goebbels went to his allotted meeting, where he 
claims to have spoken for two hours, ‘to great applause’. Then Hitler arrived: 


And then shouts of Heil and clapping. There he is. He shakes my hand. His big 
speech has completely finished him. Then he makes another half-hour speech 
here. With wit, irony, humour, sarcasm, with seriousness, and glowing with 
passion. That man has got everything to be a king. A born people’s tribune. 
The coming dictator. 


Hitler evidently left immediately after this, and later Goebbels tried to see him 
again: ‘Late at night I wait for him in front of his house. A handshake.’ After 
that Goebbels was driven back to the home of Bernhard Rust, the local Gauleiter, 
and shortly after 2.00 a.m. he took a train back to Elberfeld.'° Goebbels was left 
wondering quite what Hitler stood for, and how he viewed the Nazi Working 
Community in the north. 

Goebbels applied himself with tremendous energy before and after the meeting 
in Braunschweig. His reputation was spreading to most corners of Germany, and 
Party branches in distant towns were now keen to host him as a speaker. When 
his diary for 1925-26 was first published, Goebbels was accused of inflating his 
own success as a speaker, exaggerating the numbers of those in the audience, 
and their reactions.'! The evidence available today does not always support 
this. Travelling around Germany, spending nights and days on the train, often 
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fantasizing about the women he shared compartments with, he obviously spoke 
to some meetings which were poorly attended, and to audiences which were 
not well-disposed towards him. He hated speaking to farmers and middle-class 
groups, preferring the outright hostility of Communists and Social Democrats 
to the domesticity and indifference of more prosperous audiences. He had to 
stay with local activists, and although he sometimes found them congenial 
company, he often had to put up with hours of stifling tedium. If on occasion 
he was too weary to inspire an audience in a cold hall, he was far more often 
obviously successful, and was compensated for his trials by the huge enthusiasm 
he generated, and by the adulation which he received. In many places he was 
welcomed and seen off by SA guards of honour, and his speeches often turned 
into turbulent demonstrations. Fighting and interventions by the local police 
were common. Increasingly, as Goebbels became more deeply involved in Party 
intrigues, he came to value this wider reception he met from ordinary ‘Party 
comrades’ around Germany. 

On 11 November 1925, Goebbels set off for Osnabrück, 160 kilometres to 
the north-east; the next day he travelled 200 kilometres further, to Hamburg: 
‘Through this giant city. To the port. Out there in fog and smoke lie the ships. 
There is a feeling of the sea and of America.’ He proceeded to Itzehoe in rural 
Schleswig, where he thought arrangements were ‘primitive’. Then it was back to 
Altona, a Prussian port adjacent to Hamburg, where he was met by Hinrich Lohse. 
Goebbels’ speech to dock workers there turned into a huge fight with chairs, and 
the hall was cleared by police.'? The next morning he returned to Elberfeld, and 
after writing an article for the Völkischer Beobachter he left the next day for Plauen, 
400 kilometres to the south, in industrial Saxony. After a big meeting there he 
travelled on to Chemnitz, where his ‘quiet and factual’ speech to ‘two thousand 
Communists’ again degenerated into a fight, with many injured, and according 
to Goebbels, two people killed. He then spoke in Zwickau, but his next meeting 
in Werdau was cancelled by the local police. Goebbels then returned to Plauen 
at the invitation of the local Gauleiter, Martin Mutschmann (‘a decent, brutal 
leader’). To his ‘great joy’, Goebbels also met Hitler there. ‘He greets me like an 
old friend. And looks after me. How I love him! He gives me his photograph.’ 
Intriguingly, a ‘small meeting’ was held, and Hitler asked Goebbels to speak first. 
No doubt he wanted to test him out. Goebbels headed back north the next day, 
and met Gregor Strasser, Kaufmann, and Elbrechter in Hanover for discussions. 
They decided to prepare a ‘programme’ of the North-West Working Community, 
to be ready for January 1926." After that Goebbels headed on to Bielefeld, where 
he spoke at a ‘thundering meeting’. He spent a few days at home in Rheydt, where 
he briefly saw Else, before heading off again, this time to Berlin. 

In Berlin, the ‘Babel of sin’, Goebbels spoke, he claimed, to ‘thousands’, 
including Gregor Strasser and his brother Otto, Gottfried Feder, Wilhelm Frick 
(another of the Nazi Party’s Reichstag deputies), and the local Party leader, Ernst 
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Schlange.'* Otto Strasser was five years younger than Gregor, but like him was 
strongly oriented towards socialism in his politics. He had indeed been a member 
of the Social Democratic Party before joining the NSDAP in 1925. At this first 
meeting, Goebbels was favourably impressed, noting: ‘Strasser’s brother as orderly 
as he is. I will be his friend.’ The next day he was taken to the Reichstag itself by 
Gregor Strasser, and had a first glimpse of the corridors of power in the capital 
city. He was disgusted: ‘Into the restaurant. There Locarno is the subject of chatter. 
All the great Excellencies stalk about. Horrible! Jews and their servants! I sit at 
the parliamentary group’s table. Strasser makes sarcastic remarks.’ Ludendorff 
arrived, and Goebbels was still so overawed that he could ‘only gaze at him’. Then 
Goebbels was taken into the debating chamber and saw the Republic’s political 
representatives conducting business. He was particularly struck by a speech by 
the Communist deputy Clara Zetkin: ‘Trenchant, acute, clear, with grey hair, a 
pioneer of Bolshevism.’ He was impressed by the völkisch deputy Graefe, whom 
he described as ‘Dashing, sparkling and thoughtful’, but not by the others: ‘All 
the rest is shit. They walk about in the corridors. Political corpses. Parliamentary 
morass.’ That evening Goebbels was taken out to the luxurious home of Hitler’s 
supporters, the Bechstein family, where he was received ‘like an old friend’, but 
he was more refreshed by the subsequent Party meeting where he spoke again. 
In the early morning, as snow fell, he left Berlin and slept through the long 
journey back to Elberfeld.'® What a contrast it must have been for him, from 
sweaty meetings in overcrowded halls, to the spectacle of the Reichstag in session. 
There is no doubt which he preferred. 

After just one day in Elberfeld, where he briefly met Else, Goebbels took the 
overnight train to Dresden. He had the energy to give a successful speech here 
to a large audience, but was on his way back to Berlin in the morning. From 
there he journeyed on to the Baltic coast at Lübeck, where his talk was only a 
‘moderate’ affair, in a hall ‘half full’. The next day he managed a tour of the 
town, which provoked him to think of Thomas Mann (who had set his first 
novel Buddenbrooks there) and the ‘stagnating spirit of the bourgeoisie’, before 
moving on to Schwerin in Mecklenburg where, after a speech, he stayed up late 
into the night with the Gauleiter, Friedrich Hildebrandt. The next day he was 
put on the wrong train, and wasted many hours before starting the long journey 
back home. Eventually he travelled back through Hamburg, where he mused 
on ‘the German spirit of enterprise, exploited by the Jews’. The train dawdled 
through the Ruhr; at Recklinghausen, Anka Stalherm’s home town, he thought 
of her. Finally he got off in Elberfeld, and walked back to his office at two in the 
morning, through ‘deep, soft snow’ to find ‘stacks of work’ on his desk.'® 

After this intense activity, the next few weeks were more restful for Goebbels. 
On 15 December he went to a concert with Karl Kaufmann, at which they had 
heard Grieg’s Peer Gynt. Goebbels was moved by the music to consider how much 
more expressive than poetry it could be. Music was, he wrote, ‘chaste like the 
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youngest child of nature’.'!” His relationship with Else was as difficult as ever. 
In mid-December she wrote him a ‘farewell letter’, which left him cast down, 
and contemptuous of himself and the world. After a long, intimate talk with 
Kaufmann, Goebbels in his diary posed some questions which revealed much 
about his attitude to women: ‘Why can a woman not commit to us unreservedly? 
Is it possible to teach her? Or is she in the end of inferior worth? Women can 
only be heroines in exceptional circumstances! Else thinks so much about 
herself.’!® On 21 December he was carried ‘shoulder high’ through the hall after 
a solstice festival speech in nearby Diisseldorf, and although he described this 
as ‘embarrassing’ in his diary, it must have been some consolation.” Christmas 
at home in Rheydt was difficult, and Goebbels again quarrelled with his father. 
Since taking up his activist career in völkisch and Nazi politics, relationships with 
his family had been far from easy. Their son had found himself paid employment, 
but it was far from secure, and involved him with many men of dubious repute. 
He had forsaken his religion, and become well-known, not to say notorious, for 
his demagogic speeches, which, as his parents must have known, were often 
attended by violence. After a painful family Christmas, a genuine consolation 
arrived in the form of a present from Hitler, a copy of his book Mein Kampf, 
bound in leather, with a dedication thanking Goebbels for the ‘exemplary nature 
of your struggle’.”° 

Goebbels saw in the New Year of 1926 in bizarre circumstances. He was with 
Kaufmann, who, for reasons which are unclear, suffered ‘one of his most appalling 
mental breakdowns’, raved like ‘one possessed’ and tried to throw himself into 
the river as the clock struck twelve. Goebbels and a friend had to try to calm 
him, and get him to a bed.” The knowledge of Kaufmann’s mental instability 
haunted Goebbels over the next few weeks, when, although Kaufmann recovered 
slightly, he remained in a very disturbed condition. On 4 January Goebbels 
recorded that Gregor Strasser was also very ill.” A few days later he and Else had 
a harmonious day together, walking along the banks of the Rhine.” Goebbels 
had the opportunity to read again, and was greatly struck by Ernst Jünger’s 
In Stahlgewittern, a memoir of service in the trenches, known in the English- 
speaking world as Storm of Steel, which he described as ‘the gospel of the war’. On 
finishing In Stahlgewittern, Goebbels excitedly wrote that this was ‘the German 
war book’. Goebbels did note Jünger’s ‘passionate nationalism’, but it is not clear 
how far he was impressed - at this stage - by Jünger’s ‘romanticism of steel’, a 
celebration of the wartime synthesis of völkisch nationalism, violence, and new 
technology.” Goebbels was even more impressed by Das Dritte Reich (The Third 
Reich), written by Moeller van den Bruck, who had recently committed suicide. 
It is no coincidence that Bruck, as well as having an idealistic vision of a future 
German empire in which social differences were reconciled in a united Volks- 
gemeinschaft, was an ardent fan of Dostoyevsky. One wonders whether Goebbels 
later remembered this passage from Bruck’s work: 
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It is nowhere written that a people has a right to life eternal. For every people 
the hour at length strikes when they perish either by murder or by suicide. 
No more glorious end could be conceived for a great people than to perish in 
a world war where a world in arms overcame one single country. 


Goebbels did wonder why Bruck had not seen the real consequences of his 
convictions, and committed himself to the struggle with the Nazis.” Perhaps 
the most important thing Goebbels took from Bruck was the title of his book. 
The idea of the ‘Third Reich’, an empire to follow the ‘first’ established in the 
Middle Ages and the ‘second’ founded after Bismarck’s wars of unification in the 
nineteenth century, was not new in German right-wing circles, but Bruck’s work 
gave it a much wider currency. Goebbels saw the propagandistic potential in the 
title, which combined a sense of organic German historical tradition with belief in 
a glorious future and the prospect of certain fulfilment. He quickly incorporated 
it into his own, and the Nazi Party’s vocabulary.”° 

Goebbels was also applying himself to the Working Community’s ‘programme’. 
It is striking how difficult he found this. He struggled with practical social and 
political issues, and although he had developed his knowledge of current affairs 
through his journalism, he was still much more comfortable in cultural and 
racial affairs, where his talent for words and for drama could compensate for his 
lack of real knowledge. Ironically he received a letter from Hitler, which brought 
him ‘great joy’, on 20 January, even as he was grappling with the programme.” 
Four days later Goebbels was back in the fray, travelling to Hanover for a ‘big 
meeting’ of the leaders from the North and West. Ludendorff also attended, as 
did Franz von Pfeffer. Gottfried Feder had come up from Munich, and evidently 
had an uncomfortable time as Goebbels and Strasser presented the programme. 
Feder was not allowed to speak.” They carried the day, but Feder reported back 
to Hitler on the adoption of the programme, which clearly challenged his own 
‘Twenty-five Points’, drawn up in February 1920, and declared immutable. This 
document, which presented a set of vague demands, had since served as the Party’s 
manifesto.” Clearly in some turmoil, Goebbels travelled to Berlin on 4 February, 
having heard that Hitler was apparently ‘furious about the programme’.? 

What did Goebbels say in his speeches and articles at this time? And what did 
he believe? Most writers on Goebbels have asserted that he was a nihilist and an 
opportunist, and used any argument he thought might be persuasive without 
genuine adherence to any. The criticism that his early political views had little 
content is much more accurate. From what we can tell of what he said and wrote 
at this time his views were all very general, and very repetitive. Alfred Krebs, 
Gauleiter of Hamburg between 1926 and 1928, wrote: 


The Hamburg people had an extraordinarily high estimation of him as a 
speaker, apparently, because his slick dialectic, his Romance diction and pose, 
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his wit and his ice-cold irony were so completely alien to their own deliberate, 
coarse, or humorously crafty manner. Among the Hamburg Party comrades, 
the question of whether Hitler or Goebbels was the best speaker was frequently 
raised in these early years of struggle. Many thought Goebbels was, and this 
often led at the same time to the idea that he was better suited to be Party 
leader. 


Krebs added, in a general observation: 


As far as I can remember, he spoke with enthusiasm about cultural and artistic 
matters, he skirted around political matters, and, in contrast to Strasser, he 
avoided internal Party questions and problems with great care.*! 


There can be no doubt that Goebbels possessed an extraordinary, perhaps 
unique, talent for public speaking. Although it is difficult to reconstruct the 
precise conditions in which he spoke, it is clear from all the evidence that he had 
a remarkable capacity to compel his listeners, to use an elevated linguistic register 
to communicate with ordinary people, and to engage their emotions. Several of 
the testimonies of SA men from the ‘years of struggle’ collected in 1934 by the 
American sociologist Theodore Abel referred specifically to this. One steelworker 
from the Ruhr wrote about the experience of hearing Goebbels in 1924: 


At the first meeting, comprised of about fifteen people, a Herr Fuchs spoke 
about the treason of Marxism. I listened in silence and digested everything 
he said. Inwardly, however, I was completely disturbed. When I compared 
the speaker’s words with what had happened, I was forced again and again to 
conclude that what I heard was the truth. Two weeks later I went to another 
meeting. A Dr. Goebbels of Elberfeld spoke on the theme ‘What does Adolf 
Hitler want?’ The attendance was not much larger. I followed every word of 
the speaker. I felt as though he were addressing me personally. My heart grew 
light, something in my breast arose. I felt as if bit by bit something within 
me were being rebuilt. Dr. Goebbels did not complete his theme that evening. 
He promised to come back in two weeks and finish the lecture. I passed those 
fourteen days in delirium. I could hardly wait for the day of the meeting. I 
was there punctually and at the close of the meeting I silently went home ... 
I became a National Socialist.*” 


Although none of these early speeches was captured in a sound recording, 
Goebbels was beginning to get his work published. In 1926, one of his speeches, 
‘Lenin or Hitler’ (first developed in late 1924, and delivered over a hundred 
times), was published in a small pamphlet. A series of his ‘letters to contempo- 
raries’ from the Nationalsozialistische Briefe was also published as a small book 
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with the title Die zweite Revolution (The Second Revolution) in 1926. These ‘letters’ 
were undoubtedly very similar in content and tone to his speeches; they use 
the same key words that appear in his diary, and frequently share its narrative 
style. Sometimes the same sentence appears verbatim in different ‘letters’. We 
can identify several deeply felt convictions in his thought at this time. 

First, Goebbels, speaking almost exclusively to working-class audiences, sought 
to convert workers from Marxism to his own belief in aGerman ‘community of 
need, bread, and fate’. This community was defined not least by the exclusion 
of Jews from all Nazi Party meetings, and in his speeches Goebbels identified 
himself with his audience, using phrases such as ‘the same spirit and the same 
blood as we’. He argued passionately that Bolshevism in Russia was a nationalist 
phenomenon, and that German Marxism was manipulated from Russia. Bizarrely, 
he combined this sense of a threat with his mystical veneration for the Russian 
people, and used both to suggest that there must be, in foreign policy, some 
accommodation with Russia. 

Second, Goebbels offered workers not a detailed programme for their own 
social improvement, but a völkisch notion of ‘German freedom’. He did not 
have to explain to his audience what this meant, but used the phrase rather as a 
Leitmotif. His audiences understood well that he meant freedom for the German 
Volk from foreign and Jewish subjugation, and a sense of ordered belonging 
within the Volk for its ‘racial comrades’. Goebbels’ use of the word ‘freedom’ 
enabled him to take up a heroic mode, as in an imaginary letter to a Communist 
worker, ‘National Socialism or Bolshevism’, published in the Nationalsozialis- 
tische Briefe in October 1925: ‘For this freedom the people will have to fight, 
and will be impelled to fight when it has become a nation.’ He liked phrases 
which inverted words in a seemingly portentous way: ‘The path to freedom leads 
through the nation. The more united the nation, the stronger and more fervent 
the will for freedom.’*? Goebbels also made a virtue of the idea of revolution, 
and was developing a notably violent language, here in an example from his 
‘Lenin or Hitler’ speech: ‘If we want the state of the future, then we are dealing 
with revolution, not reform. The system of liberal-capitalist democracy is already 
inwardly so rotten, so decayed, that there is nothing left to mend or reform. It 
must fundamentally be destroyed, spiritually and politically smashed.’** 

He had a genuine aversion to capitalism, which he saw as an international 
Jewish conspiracy. Again addressing an imaginary Communist, he appealed to 
a shared hatred of the Jews: ‘Yesterday you beat about the bush on the Jewish 
question. I know why. Please don’t object. We don’t want to deceive each 
other. You are an anti-Semite as I am.” He made no bones about the place 
of anti-Semitism in his thinking. In another of his ‘letters to contemporaries’, 
he addressed former völkisch colleagues like Wiegershaus, and wrote: ‘Yes, you 
are right, anti-Semitism is the starting point of our understanding.” And lest 
there be any misunderstanding about how Goebbels thought the Jews should be 
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treated, this is a passage from another ‘letter’: ‘How will we come to the end of 
our struggle? We are infested with parasites, and we will not go along with our 
enemies. O God, a communist, a rogue, someone with no fatherland, a traitor, 
a fraudster — a Jew! Beat him to death! And that’s the end of that!’*” 

These early journalistic writings display other hallmarks of Goebbels’ style. 
He used a conversational tone which suggested a sense of empathy, for example, 
addressing an imaginary Communist: ‘I liked you, you are a fine fellow!’ He was 
often sarcastic, posing questions which subtly distorted the viewpoints of others. 
Frequently he answered his rhetorical questions with a mock politeness, using 
courteous modes of address to conceal contempt or aggression. He expressed 
open disdain for ‘bourgeois’ values in debate and political life, as in this passage 
near the end of his ‘letter’ to former vélkisch allies: ‘Do not believe that our 
present silence means hesitation. We are working restlessly and unerringly; the 
day is no longer far away when we shall say everything, everything. Then even 
you will learn that we are anything but a black-white-red security police for 
middle class self-interest and petty-bourgeois peace and quiet.’ When speaking of 
National Socialism, of Hitler, or of the coming revolution, Goebbels was lyrical, 
and struck a poetic note in his moments of exultation. Before threatening his 
own compatriots in the passage above, he described how he and other ‘National 
Socialists’ would turn to those they had left behind: ‘When we stand on the 
highest peak we will signal to you and wave our hats and shout joyously “We 
made it. Long live the new, the Third Reich!”’*? 

The most successful of Goebbels’ early writings was The Little ABC of the National 
Socialist, a 22-page pamphlet first published late in 1925 with money donated 
by a supporter from Hattingen. The first edition of 10,000 copies soon sold out, 
and by 1927, 75,000 had been printed. The pamphlet sold for only 15 pfennigs, 
or less if it was bought in bulk, and it was cleverly written in a question and 
answer style, to serve as a catechism, or guide to the essential beliefs of National 
Socialism. Goebbels drew freely, and shamelessly, on the tropes of the Catholic 
Church to infuse the whole pamphlet with a sense of fervour. Starting with the 
Party slogan ‘Community need before individual need’, Goebbels proclaimed 
that the ‘first commandment’ of every National Socialist was: ‘Love Germany 
above everything and your people’s comrades as yourself’, and declared that the 
goal of National Socialism was ‘the people’s community [Volksgemeinschaft] of 
all honest working Germans’. He asked ‘Who is our German people’s comrade?’ 
and answered: ‘Every honest creative German, in so far as he is of German 
blood, German tradition and German culture, and speaks the German language.’ 
Goebbels asked whether there was a contradiction between the words ‘national’ 
and ‘socialist’, replying: ‘No, the opposite! The genuinely national man thinks 
in a social way and the true socialist is the best nationalist!’ Goebbels explicitly 
rejected the idea of class struggle, stating that ‘class war divides the German 
people in two parts and makes it incapable of becoming a nation’. There were 
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frequent references to the Jews, and as in all early Nazi Party literature, they 
were placed at the centre of analysis. Goebbels asked ‘How do we elevate and 
increase our German people, German culture and tradition?’, and replied: ‘By 
cutting everyone of foreign blood and from foreign lands out of the body of 
the German people’. Throughout the pamphlet, the Jews were identified as the 
controlling hand behind international stock exchange capitalism, behind the 
Communist and Social Democratic parties, and the democratic system of the 
Weimar Republic. Intriguingly, although Goebbels stated that the Nazi Party 
wanted to install a ‘National Socialist dictatorship’, headed by ‘a strong German 
leader’, he also declared that in the longer term the Nazis would establish an 
elected, corporatist parliament, ‘divided not by party groups, but according 
to occupational groups’. Goebbels was absolutely clear about who the ‘strong 
German leader’ was, asking: ‘Who will lead the German workers in the future?’, 
and answering: ‘Adolf Hitler!’* 


Das kleine abe des {ational forialiften 


Gon Dr. Dof. Goebbels. 








6. The Little ABC of 
the National Socialist, a 
guide to the core beliefs 
of Nazism. This was the 
first and most widely 
distributed of a series of 
pamphlets published by 
Goebbels from 1925. The 
subtitle reads ‘Freedom 
and Bread!’ 





The Working Community’s programme which Goebbels developed with 
the Strasser brothers was very different from these speeches and publications, 
because in composing it, Goebbels and the Strassers had to try to formulate 
precise lines of policy. Goebbels, who had become used to writing quickly and 
fluently, turning out articles to a deadline, struggled terribly with the Working 
Community’s programme. It finally proposed a corporatist state, based on a racial 
understanding of the ‘nation’. Significantly it called for a ‘national dictatorship’, 
and for Jews to be ‘declared foreigners’. Those who had arrived in Germany since 
August 1914 were ‘to be expelled within six months’. Many clauses displayed 
considerable amateurishness, like that which called for a ‘large proportion’ of 
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wages to be paid in kind. In the economy there was to be ‘far-reaching transfer 
of the ownership of the means of production to the general public’, but this was, 
in an unspecified way, to be balanced ‘with maintenance of private enterprise 
and with regard for the sense of property’. In many ways, as Reinhard Kühnl 
points out, the programme largely added more detail and precision to Hitler’s 
very vague ‘Twenty-five Points’.*! 

Hitler had heard from Gottfried Feder a report on the Hanover meeting on 
24 January, and he had received from Gregor Strasser a ‘draft’ of the Working 
Community’s programme.* He now determined to assert his authority and call 
the dissidents to order. Even if on most policy details the programme did not 
differ significantly from his ‘Twenty-five Points’, Hitler was no longer prepared 
to tolerate the semi-autonomous way in which the Working Community was 
now operating. He arranged a meeting of selected officials on 14 February in the 
Bavarian town of Bamberg, where the local Nazi Party was strong. Anxiously, 
Goebbels and Strasser attended, hoping to persuade him to accept their 
programme. Hitler made a stage-managed late arrival in his motorcade, and 
spoke for several hours to the 60 or so senior Nazis present. He insisted on certain 
broad points of domestic and foreign policy, rejecting any accommodation with 
Russia. He demanded unconditional loyalty from all his supporters, and affirmed 
that his ‘Twenty-five Points’ of 1920 were inviolable. He declared that there was 
no place in the Party for separate working communities or any other groups. 
Strasser in reply spoke for half an hour, hesitantly and without conviction. 
Goebbels for once said nothing.*? His diary conveys something of his reaction 
to the proceedings: 


Hitler speaks. Two hours. I am almost beaten down. What kind of Hitler? A 
reactionary? Amazingly clumsy and uncertain. Russian question: Altogether 
beside the point. Italy and Britain the natural allies. Horrible! It is our job to 
smash Bolshevism. Bolshevism is a Jewish creation! ... 

The programme [Hitler’s Twenty-five Points] is good enough! Content with 
it. Feder nods. Ley nods. Streicher nods. Esser nods. 

It hurts my soul to see you in this company!!!“ 


Hitler, although decisively overruling the northern leaders at this meeting, was 
careful to preserve personal relations with Strasser and Goebbels. The Völkischer 
Beobachter stressed in its account of the Bamberg conference that ‘complete 
unanimity’ was reached on ‘various programme issues’.* Hitler had recognized 
that Goebbels was potentially a formidable ally, and he did not want to alienate 
Strasser. Goebbels’ reaction to the Bamberg meeting has often been quoted, and 
used to bolster the idea that he had lost faith with Hitler at this point. This should 
be treated with caution. He had earlier asked whether Hitler was really Christ, or 
only John, but he had never thought of any other leading Nazi in anything like 
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similar terms. Gregor Strasser came out of the meeting more damaged than Hitler 
in Goebbels’ eyes. Over the next few days, Goebbels recovered something of his 
fighting spirit. He again embarked on a round of travel, going to Göttingen and 
Berlin, where he met up again with Strasser and his brother Otto. They resolved to 
continue their work, but were already displacing their disappointment from Hitler 
to those around him in Munich, like Gottfried Feder and Hermann Esser. 

Goebbels called in Berlin to meet with the Strasser brothers, and then set off 
on his longest journey yet, to Königsberg in East Prussia. This involved travelling 
through the ‘Polish Corridor’, territory taken from Germany and given to Poland 
at the Treaty of Versailles, and it prompted Goebbels to one of his diary entries 
which betray a growing coarseness of thought: ‘What a shitty people we are!’ In 
Königsberg, which Goebbels saw as a beleaguered island of German culture, he 
delivered his ‘Lenin or Hitler’ speech to a large meeting in the Opera House. For 
three hours, he claimed, he spoke in a breathless silence, before being acclaimed. 
He was escorted to the station by SA men, and stopped briefly at the restored 
Teutonic castle of Marienburg before re-crossing the ‘corridor’ and returning 
to Berlin. Goebbels then attended another Working Community meeting in 
Hanover before returning to Elberfeld.*° On 5 March Gregor Strasser wrote to 
the members of the Working Community asking them to return all copies of the 
programme, which were subsequently destroyed.‘ 

In the weeks after the Bamberg conference, Goebbels had no direct contact 
from Hitler, and only confused indications of his attitude reached Elberfeld. He 
used work to get through the crisis, and maintained his hectic level of activity. 
In early March he travelled to Saxony, speaking in Leipzig, Chemnitz, and in 
Annaberg, near the Czechoslovak frontier. The visit brought him little joy.* 
Goebbels had embroiled himself in increasingly vicious disputes with other Nazis, 
like Elbrechter locally, and with Julius Streicher in Nuremberg, and was much 
preoccupied with accusations and counter-accusations. On a brief visit home 
he met with Else, and felt himself ‘somewhat ashamed’ with her and his family. 
The tension now between this domesticity and his violent, confrontational, and 
exhausting working life was becoming hard to bear. To compound his tensions, 
news arrived that Gregor Strasser had been injured in a road accident.’ 

We can detect a sea-change in Goebbels’ attitude in mid-March. Although 
certain entries in his diary suggest that the Working Community was still a going 
concern, he knew that it was falling apart. On 13 March he read a pamphlet 
by Hitler on the South Tyrol, and his faith was rekindled.’° He spent a week 
travelling south, to Stuttgart, Mannheim, Neulussheim, and then to Nuremberg. 
The speech in Stuttgart was, he thought, one of his best yet, and he was moved 
by the strong reaction he evoked there. In Nuremberg, he and Streicher smoothed 
over their differences, and Goebbels spoke to a noisy meeting of 3,000 local 
Nazis. Implying that they were perhaps accustomed to Streicher’s particularly 
crude brand of anti-Semitism, Goebbels cynically noted that it was ‘difficult to 
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teach them to think’.‘! After a couple of days at home, Goebbels then travelled to 
Essen, to Halle in Saxony, and to Weimar. He enjoyed speaking in Essen, and was 
more impressed by the industrial city of Halle than he had expected. In Weimar 
he again drank in the cultural atmosphere, and wondered whether he had lost 
something by going into politics. He heard here about further intrigues being 
conducted against him, and moved on to Erfurt, where he evidently took pleasure 
in dealing successfully with two Communist hecklers.** Back in Eberfeld, things 
seemed at last to be coming together. Goebbels had seen Else again, and they 
had patched things up. In an unusual arrangement, Goebbels was appointed at 
this time to a shared leadership of the Ruhr Gau with Kaufmann and Pfeffer.” 
On 29 March, he received a letter from Party Headquarters, inviting him to speak 
in Munich on 8 April, and to holiday in the Bavarian mountains afterwards.** 
Over the next few days, his plans for this visit were firmed up, and Goebbels 
also moved into new Party offices in Elberfeld. He noted with pleasure that he 
now had a room of his own, with a telephone.°*> 

After a visit home at Easter, Goebbels took the train to Munich on 7 April. 
There he was subjected to a sustained charm offensive by Hitler, to which he 
succumbed totally. Hitler’s car was waiting at the station to take Goebbels and 
his travelling companion, Pfeffer, to their hotel. On the way, Goebbels saw huge 
posters advertising his forthcoming speech at the ‘historic’ Bürgerbräukeller. Hitler 
called the next morning: ‘Tall, healthy, full of life. I like him a lot. He is embar- 
rassingly good to us.’ Hitler then lent them his car and driver for the afternoon, 
and they were taken on a drive at high speed out to the Starnbergersee. Goebbels, 
who had always enjoyed travelling to and from Nazi meetings in lorries, or on 
motorbikes, thoroughly enjoyed this. When they returned to Munich, Goebbels 
was taken to the Bürgerbräukeller, where he was introduced by Streicher, and 
spoke for over two hours on ‘National Socialism or Communism’. Hitler was in 
the audience, and Goebbels recorded that he embraced him afterwards, with tears 
in his eyes. Goebbels was taken back through the crowds to his hotel, where he 
dined alone with Hitler, before going to a concert together.*° 

The next morning, Goebbels was taken to the Party Headquarters, where he 
took a keen interest in the staff who worked so closely with Hitler. Goebbels, 
Kaufmann, and Pfeffer were taken into Hitler’s room, and taken to task for their 
conduct over the past few months. The programme of the Working Community 
evidently also came up for scrutiny. Goebbels admitted that he and Strasser 
did not come well out of this. But Hitler rose above the personal and political 
differences of his squabbling lieutenants, and stressed the importance of unity. 
He concluded the session with handshakes all round. After this, Goebbels was 
taken to the office of the Völkischer Beobachter, where he met the editor Alfred 
Rosenberg, and saw with pleasure that his speech the previous evening was being 
favourably reviewed. He chatted briefly with Hitler’s secretary Rudolf Hess, before 
a more serious, three-hour session with Hitler, where matters of foreign and 
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7. For the first time, the Völkischer Beobachter announces a speech at a ‘mass meeting’ in 
Munich by ‘Party Comrade Dr Goebbels, from Elberfeld’, 8 April 1926. After the speech 
Goebbels wrote: ‘At the end Hitler embraces me. There are tears in his eyes.’ (TBJG, TI, 
1/IL, 13 April 1926, p. 72.) 


domestic policy were discussed.*’ Goebbels was fully under the sway of Hitler’s 
oratory, and he recorded: ‘We ask. He answers brilliantly. I love him.’ Evidently 
they went over - with Hitler doing most of the talking - some of the principal 
areas which had previously divided Strasser and Goebbels from Hitler. Again 
Hitler stressed his hostility to Russia, and his leaning towards Italy and Britain; 
this obviously conflicted with Goebbels’ idealized vision of the Russian people, 
and his low opinion of the Italians and the British. Hitler also stressed his belief 
in a mixture of collectivism and individualism as the guiding principle for the 
conduct of economic policy. His respect for private property again clashed with 
Goebbels’ strongly-felt anti-capitalism. But Goebbels, whose own thinking on all 
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these issues was vague, was easily won over by what he called Hitler’s ‘completely 
new insights’, continuing: ‘He has thought through everything ... I am pacified 
by him on all things.’ 

Intriguingly, Goebbels noted that when von Pfeffer and Kaufmann left the next 
day to return to the Ruhr, ‘there was something between us’; perhaps they sensed 
that he was now completely in Hitler’s palm. If they had, their suspicions were 
confirmed within a few weeks when the police recorded, without troubling to use 
the correct Party vocabulary, that Goebbels was ‘Fiihrer of the NSDAP in north- 
west Germany’.** Goebbels left his colleagues to travel to nearby Landshut, with 
another of Hitler’s lieutenants, Heinrich Himmler: ‘A good fellow, very intelligent. 
I like him.’ Goebbels stayed at the Strasser family home in Landshut, and fitted 
in speeches there and in Dingolfing, before returning to Munich. Although 
Goebbels was charmed by the friendship and hospitality he experienced, his 
summary of this excursion was double-edged: ‘That is Bavaria. Loyalty and beer.’‘? 
Back in Munich, he spent more time alone with Hitler, and was taken out by 
car, with Hitler ‘laughing, singing, whistling’, to the medieval town of Ulm, and 
on to Stuttgart. Here he and Hitler again spoke to separate audiences, but on 
this occasion it fell to Goebbels to catch the end of Hitler’s speech, and then to 
follow him for another half hour. ‘How hard that is’, he wrote. Afterwards the 
two met for dinner: ‘Hitler embraces me when he sees me. He praises me greatly. 
I believe he has taken me to his heart.’ The two then parted, leaving Goebbels 
to travel overnight back to Elberfeld.‘ 

This visit has been mythologized in accounts of the early development of 
the Nazi Party. Goebbels himself wrote a rapturous article about Hitler for the 
Nationalsozialistische Briefe shortly afterwards; this was quickly reprinted in a 
collection of Goebbels’ early writings, Wege ins Dritte Reich (Roads to the Third 
Reich), published in 1927.°' It is a good example of the way in which central aspects 
of a narrative were established by Goebbels himself, and have subsequently been 
adopted by other writers. In a book purporting to portray Goebbels in ‘sketches 
from those around him’ published in Berlin in 1949, Goebbels was reported as 
quoting what Hitler had said to him after the meeting in the Bürgerbräukeller 
and the long conversations of that evening: ‘Goebbels, you are the one of my 
colleagues who stands the closest to me as a human being.’ Unfortunately the 
quotation is not referenced, and the whole anecdote is so vaguely presented 
that one suspects it was a later reminiscence of Goebbels.“ If the precise date 
and accuracy of the quotation can not be established, it does express something 
which now became a determining factor in Goebbels’ life, the uniquely close 
understanding established between him and Hitler in April 1925. 

Although Goebbels came away from Munich thinking that there were still 
some policy differences between him and Hitler - notably over Russia - they were 
totally overshadowed by his admiration for the ‘Fiihrer’. He had seen Hitler now 
not only as the activist and speaker, but as the man of business, and importantly, 
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as a man of status. Goebbels had for years lived in poverty; we have seen how he 
rejoiced in having a telephone in his office. He was undoubtedly impressed by 
Hitler’s style, his car, and the atmosphere he cultivated around him in Munich. 
From this time forward Goebbels was committed unreservedly to him. Nor did 
he rest on his laurels after the Munich meeting. In the next few weeks he was 
again active, speaking in Hildesheim, Holzminden, Bochum, and Herne. He 
briefly met up with Else before making the long journey to Dresden, where 
he addressed a large meeting, from there to Berlin, on to Hamburg, and to 
Rendsburg in Schleswig-Holstein. Back home, he spoke again to meetings in 
Essen and in Hattingen, before travelling to Bavaria in May. Here he spoke in 
Bamberg and Nuremberg, and made a first visit to what was already established 
as a Nazi shrine, the Wagner family home at the Villa Wahnfried in Bayreuth. He 
was taken by Winifred Wagner, the wife of the composer’s son Siegfried and ‘a 
fanatical partisan of ours’, to see the elderly Houston Stewart Chamberlain. The 
philosopher of nineteenth-century racism, whose ideas had so impressed Hitler, 
was barely able to speak, but Goebbels was touched by the old man’s evident 
emotion at meeting him. After visiting Wagner’s grave, Goebbels was taken to 
see the ‘master’s room’, preserved intact since his death. Later he went backstage 
at the Festspielhaus, and reflected on the impression Wagner’s Tannhduser had 
made on him when he first heard it as a 13-year-old.® 

On 10 May, Goebbels, again crossing from one end of Germany to another, 
made a 17-hour journey to Breslau, in Silesia; after speaking there, he travelled 
on to Gleiwitz on the Polish frontier to speak at a turbulent meeting. Back 
in Elberfeld, Goebbels met briefly with Else, whom he was seeing ever more 
infrequently, and also went with Kaufmann to see the ‘Bolshevik film Battleship 
Potemkin’. Goebbels was not yet a close analyst of cinematic technique, and the 
film appears to have made little distinct impression on him.” He was preoccupied 
with plans for another visit to Bavaria, and to Munich. He had a crowded schedule, 
with meetings in Esslingen, Ulm, Feuerbach, and Stuttgart before he reached 
the Bavarian capital. As ever, these meetings were stormy. In Ulm, Goebbels was 
received with ‘shouts and jubilation’, but in Feuerbach there was fighting amongst 
‘lousy proletarians who don’t want to be converted’. Any frustration Goebbels felt 
there was overcome by his second appearance in the Bürgerbräukeller in Munich, 
where he was welcomed ‘with joy and enthusiasm’.° This was the Party’s annual 
general meeting, all the senior figures were there, and Hitler spent two hours 
reviewing the activity of the past year. He singled out Goebbels in an important 
section of his speech, on the Party’s speaking programme, declaring: ‘Iam happy 
that also in this year a number of first class speakers have emerged, at their head 
our friend from Elberfeld, Goebbels.’° He had indeed arrived. 

These were defining weeks for the young Goebbels. Several regional branches 
of the Nazi Party, not least those in the Rhineland and the Ruhr, were dominated 
by acrimonious internal intrigues, and by financial difficulties. His relationship 
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with Else, after five years, was approaching a final crisis. In June 1926 she wrote 
him ‘a brief, matter-of-fact, farewell letter’.° It is not clear what the reasons for 
their final break were, but Goebbels’ underlying awareness of her Jewish parentage 
conflicted ever more with his growing obsession with Nazi politics. He had been 
travelling constantly for the last year and more, and he had realized that to 
progress further in the Nazi Party he would have to move away from Elberfeld, 
perhaps to Munich, and that he would have to finish with Else. 

The only constants in Goebbels’ life at this time were his infatuation with Hitler, 
and his growing status in the Nazi Party. On 3 July, the day before the annual 
Party meetingin Weimar, an article by Goebbels, in which he surveyed the Party’s 
‘first year’ since Hitler’s release, and looked towards the future dominated the 
front page of the Völkischer Beobachter. Here is the distinctive voice of the future 
Propaganda Minister, combining force, passion, and menace: ‘The political gaze 
of Germany is notably directed more towards us. From sympathetic smiles comes 
mockery; from mockery comes slander; from slander comes terror; and when all 
that no longer avails, a fight for life and death. Today people are beginning to 
fear us again. One thing gives the movement its clearest stamp, ... the singular 
importance of the leadership principle.’‘® 

In early July, Goebbels again attended the annual rally in Weimar. There was 
a significant difference between his experience in 1926 and in previous years, 
encapsulated in a frequently published photograph. It was taken on Sunday 4 
July, during a march past of the SA held in Weimar’s marketplace. On the right 
of the photograph, surrounded by a dense crowd, is Hitler’s stationary car. On 
the left, the head of the SA column is shown giving the Fascist salute — what 
was to become known in Germany as the ‘Hitler greeting’. Hitler himself stands 
in the car, replying to the salute with his hand outstretched. Behind him, still 
seated, is Rudolf Hess. In front of Hitler, standing on the running boards of the 
Mercedes, also saluting the marching column, and beaming with pleasure, is 
Goebbels, now centre stage.” Nor was this an isolated moment. Throughout a 
crowded weekend, Goebbels was at the centre of events, and often at Hitler’s side. 
On the Saturday he was driven through the streets by Himmler on a motorcycle, 
before, significantly, taking part with Hitler in a ‘Propaganda and Organization 
Committee’ meeting. That evening, Goebbels spoke on ‘Propaganda’ in the 
National Theatre, and he recorded how his satirical style generated merriment 
as well as excitement. Hitler ‘laughed himself half-dead’. On Sunday evening 
Goebbels was carried into the hall, before making another brief speech. In his 
diary he wrote: ‘the Third Reich is appearing’.’® 

After Weimar, Goebbels went south, to Berchtesgaden in the Bavarian 
mountains, where he spent two weeks as Hitler’s guest at the Hotel Krone. Hitler 
at this stage was not a property owner at Berchtesgaden, or on the Obersalzberg 
nearby. Berchtesgaden was a small village south-east of Munich, only a few 
kilometres from the frontier with Austria. The Obersalzberg is a foothill of the 
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Bavarian Alps outside Berchtesgaden, lying at an altitude between 900 and 1,000 
metres under the nearby Kehlstein, which reaches 1,885 metres, and beyond 
that, the Hoher Göll, which towers at 2,523 metres on the actual frontier. Hitler 
had first come to the Obersalzberg in April 1923, and had fallen in love with 
its spectacular mountain landscape. The owners of a hotel there, the Pension 
Moritz, were amongst Hitler’s earliest supporters, and they allowed him to stay 
in a small wood cabin they also owned. Subsequently, another ardent follower 
of Hitler’s, Helene Bechstein — wife of the piano manufacturer - helped Hitler to 
rent out a holiday home on the Obersalzberg, the Haus Wachenfeld.” 

This episode on the Obersalzberg in July 1926 has often been described as a 
blissful idyll in Goebbels’ life, when he communed with Hitler, drinking in his 
words, feeling a mystical consummation, summarized by his description of how, 
as they chatted one evening, a cloud over the mountains formed the shape of a 
swastika. In fact Hitler only joined Goebbels for four days on the Obersalzberg, 
and as ever, he did most of the talking then. Goebbels was fascinated by what 
he perceived as Hitler’s mastery of diverse subjects, from international affairs to 
architecture, and he was deeply flattered by what he took as Hitler’s personal 
concern for him. For much of the rest of this fortnight, Goebbels was alternately 
bored and sexually frustrated. Unlike Hitler, he did not like the mountain air. 
He lusted after various women he saw, and suffered the tedious company of 
others around Hitler, like Bernhard Rust. He did enjoy being driven around in 
Hitler’s car; he was even given some driving instruction by Hitler’s chauffeur, 
Emil Maurice. Finally, Maurice drove Hitler, Goebbels, and Hess back to Augsburg, 
where they were welcomed at an enthusiastic meeting, before Goebbels made 
his way home on the train.” 

In the weeks after his return from Bavaria, Goebbels’ outer life resumed its 
earlier course. He addressed meeting after meeting around the Ruhr and the 
Rhineland, and was constantly embroiled in squabbles with the increasingly 
fractious local leaders. He wrote more articles for the Nationalsozialistische Briefe. 
His public profile had grown, and for the first time he was involved in court 
proceedings, as a witness. He was not intimidated, and wrote contemptuously 
about the court in his diary.” He found time to take walks with his dog, and 
even to go canoeing on the Ruhr on Red Front Day - the annual celebration of 
the paramilitary ‘fighting league’ of the Communist Party - at the end of August. 
In his inner life, Goebbels was confronted with two questions: Else and Berlin. 
A few days before the Weimar rally, Goebbels had noted that the party in Berlin 
wanted him there, ‘as a rescuer’.’* It appears that through the summer of 1926 
pressure was put on Goebbels to take on the post of Gauleiter of Berlin, but that 
he was initially very reluctant to do so. A police report noted on 29 July that 
Goebbels had been offered the Gau leadership in Berlin but had turned it down.’ 
On 27 August Goebbels himself wrote that he had been invited by the ‘Party 
leadership’ to ‘take over the Gau Berlin for four months like a commissar’, but 
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he sent a ‘semi-refusal’ the next day, writing in his diary that he did ‘not want to 
kneel in filth’.”° Anecdotally, Goebbels is alleged to have said in September 1926 
that ‘Berlin can only be described as a self-important hydrocephalus, a repulsive 
accumulation of pirates, pederasts, gangsters and their like, a city which for the 
best must disappear from German soil.’ 

Goebbels hardly knew Berlin. He had travelled through on the train, and visited 
the city briefly for meetings. In his diary, and later in his journalism, he portrayed 
Berlin as an ‘asphalt desert’, suggesting an opposition between the unhealthy 
capital city, and the more human provincial town or countryside. This usage also 
carries much more freight than the later English term ‘concrete jungle’. Victor 
Klemperer, who subsequently analysed Goebbels’ use of language, wrote: 


Aspahlt is the man made surface which separates the city-dweller from the 
natural soil. It was first used metaphorically in Germany (around 1890) in the 
poetry of Naturalism. At that time, an ‘asphalt flower’ was a Berlin prostitute. 
It implied little or no censure because in these poems the prostitute was 
more or less a tragic figure. In the case of Goebbels, an entire asphalt flora 
blossoms, and every one of its flowers is poisonous and proud of the fact. 
Berlin is the asphalt monster, its Jewish newspapers, sorry efforts of the Jewish 
yellow press, are asphalt organs, the revolutionary flag of the NSDAP must be 
vigorously ‘rammed into the asphalt’, the path to ruin (Marxist attitudes and 
statelessness) is ‘asphalted by the Jews with hollow phrases and hypocritical 
promises’. The breathless speed of this ‘asphalt monster has made people 
heartless and unfeeling’; as a result, the inhabitants are a ‘formless mass of 
anonymous, global proletarians’, and the Berlin proletarian is ‘a thing without 
a real home’.’® 


Goebbels knew some of the Party leaders in Berlin quite well, like the Gauleiter 
Ernst Schlange, and Erich Schmiedicke, who took over the leadership from Schlange 
in June 1926. He knew that the Party in Berlin was weak, disorganized, and 
divided, with only 2,000 or so members. The SA there, run by Kurt Daluege, had 
become alienated from the local leadership.” The city was dominated politically 
by the Social Democrats and the Communists, who were strongly entrenched in 
the working-class districts. Berlin was 450 kilometres from the Rhineland, and 
Goebbels knew that if he moved there he would become increasingly distant 
from his family, and from Else. Equally, he was thoroughly fed up with the 
quarrelling leadership in the Rhineland-Ruhr, and keenly aware that the centre 
of gravity in the Party lay elsewhere. 

In the event, Goebbels’ collapsing relationship with Else was one factor which 
finally pushed him to decide for Berlin. Despite the ‘farewell’ letters and tearful 
partings of preceding months, the couple had continued to meet into September 
1926, and Goebbels still recorded good times together. But every meeting now 
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was clouded by arguments and forebodings. In August Goebbels upset Else by 
not taking up an invitation to her sister Lotte’s wedding. He wrote that this was 
because he was short of money, but Else was evidently deeply offended.®° The 
relationship was now close to breaking point. On 3 September they ‘spent a 
few hours together, beautiful but partly also sorrowful’, before Goebbels left for 
Bayreuth, where he was to start yet another speaking tour, addressing a nationalist 
gathering at Wagner’s grave.*' After only a day at home he then travelled to 
Dresden for a round of speeches in Saxony. Before he left, he made a significant 
change of plan. Instead of going to ‘Saxon Switzerland’, after speeches in Meissen 
and Zittau, Goebbels arranged to travel instead to Berlin.°? 

He arrived there on Wednesday 16 September, and wrote cynically about 
what he found: 


Reception by a body of the discontented. Stier also there. Miserable whinger. 
In the afternoon alone in a café. I cannot bear those querulous people. In the 
evening I receive Schlange and Schmiedicke. Both want me to come. Shall 
I or shall I not? A long time with friends in the Wilhelmina Café. Then we 
amble through the streets. Berlin at night! A cesspool of sin! And I am to 
throw myself into that? 


Goebbels’ mood changed next day, when he went out to Potsdam, where seeing 
the palace of Frederick the Great and his tomb inspired him to reflections on 
German genius and greatness.°? Returning to Elberfeld for the weekend, Goebbels 
arranged to see Else. They met in Cologne on Sunday 23 September, and ‘parted 
with a row’.®* A few days later, Else called on Goebbels while he was in Rheydt. 
She evidently told him that the relationship was finished: ‘She leaves and will 
not return.’ The next day, the two met by accident, and Else was ‘curt and 
clipped’. Goebbels’ sister Maria convinced Else to see him again, but it was only 
to confirm that all was over. With more than a note of melodrama, Goebbels 
described their parting: ‘We have to wait long for the train, which won’t come. 
Autumn is upon us. The train roars in. A voice calls mercilessly, “Is the luggage 
van ready?” A signal! The train moves out. Else turns round and weeps. Then 
I close the window. The rain drums on the carriage roof! I have taken leave of 
life! Heartbreak!’* 

The next day Goebbels wrote: ‘I am dead and have long been buried. My heart 
is heavy. Tomorrow I go to Hanover and Brunswick. I am sick of it. So let’s do some 
work. Work is the last consolation.’ He had decided to leave the area he had 
travelled through so often over the last two years, and, he now ‘sadly said farewell’ 
to some of his favourite audiences, like the ‘splendid people’ in Bochum.*” On 
Saturday 10 October Goebbels called in Berlin for further negotiations, and had 
what he called a ‘great day’. He was driven around the Avus, a racing track to 
the southwest of Berlin, and in the evening he took part in a torchlit procession 


‘The Coming Dictator’ 77 


celebrating the NSDAP’s first ‘Mark Brandenburg Day’.®® The acting Gauleiter 
Schmiedicke wrote to Goebbels on 16 October requesting him formally to take 
on the leadership in Berlin; if he did not, Goebbels was told, the local party 
would disintegrate.*? On 18 October he was back in Elberfeld, and wrote: ‘On 1 
November I finally go to Berlin. I am pleased. Berlin is really the centre. For us 
too. A world city.’ 

Even though he knew now that his future lay elsewhere, Goebbels was not 
finished with his home territory. He was planning the disruption of a Social 
Democrat meeting in Hattingen, an industrial town where he had enjoyed a 
long relationship with the strong local Nazi group.” Goebbels, Kaufmann, and 
the local SA men occupied many of the seats at the meeting before it began and 
successfully broke it up once it had started. Goebbels was still thinking of Else, 
but he recorded, there was ‘no word’ from her. It was on another strenuous round 
of speeches that Goebbels received, in Plauen, a letter from Hitler confirming 
his appointment as Gauleiter for Greater Berlin, with complete authority over 
the party there.?! Early in November, Goebbels travelled again to Bavaria, and 
conferred with Hitler about Berlin. He gave an interesting insight into the Party 
leadership, writing: ‘Afterwards I sit with the Chief, Himmler, Hess, and Maurice 
together. The Chief is marvellous, as ever. He likes me a lot. He explores big 
plans.’ It was in this informal company that Goebbels’ mission was sealed.” 
Symbolically, Goebbels finished a volume of his diary before he left Elberfeld a 
few days later: ‘Off to battle! Berlin! Asphalt or Fulfilment?’ 
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When in the autumn of 1926, I sought out the office of the Nazi Party in 
Greater Berlin for the first time, I was genuinely dismayed. It was in a cellar, 
in a back courtyard on the Potsdamer Strasse, and was known by the Party 
comrades themselves, with biting self mockery, as the ‘opium den’ ... I was 
strengthened in my conviction that only an energetic, intelligent, and diligent 
man would suffice to raise up the Party in Berlin. This man arrived in the 
course of the winter. 

Julius Lippert, later the editor of Goebbels’ newspaper Der Angriff.’ 


Joseph Goebbels was 29 years old when he arrived in Berlin on 9 November 
1926 to take charge of the Nazi Party there. He was a small man, weighing only 
50 kilogrammes, and slightly over 1.5 metres tall. His head, with its large brown 
eyes, seemed almost too large for his body. His dark hair was already receding at 
the temples. Although he walked with a limp, he was active and energetic. He 
was a man with a totally focused sense of purpose, single-mindedly dedicated to 
his leader and to advancing the Nazi Party. He had no fear of the Party’s enemies, 
or of dissident elements within. He was contemptuous of other political groups 
and politicians, filled with a burning sense of hate and resentment, and he had 
an unqualified faith in the ultimate success of the Nazi cause. 

On his arrival in Berlin, Goebbels was taken to his first lodgings in the city, 
in the apartment of Hans Steiger, editor of a local newspaper and a friend of the 
Strasser brothers. Goebbels’ room here was ‘right in the middle of the big city 
on the Potsdamer Strasse’, not far from the Party Headquarters in Berlin, a dingy 
basement on the same street. Goebbels did not start his campaign for the city 
from these inauspicious premises. He spent much of his first full day in Berlin 
with Hitler, at the house of the Bechstein family. Although Hitler evidently 
spent some of the time on one of his favourite topics, reminiscing about the 
Putsch of 1923, their conference was significant. Goebbels took up his post as 
Gauleiter for Berlin-Brandenburg with Hitler’s full confidence, and knew that 
Hitler would support whatever measures he took. On 11 November there was 
a general meeting of the Berlin Party in Spandau, and this was Goebbels’ first 
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appearance as the new leader.” In a three-hour speech he made it clear that he 
demanded unconditional loyalty, and was not sorry when one of the SA leaders, 
Hauenstein, walked out of the meeting with 50 of his supporters. At the end of 
his speech, given (he thought) with ‘an angel’s tongue’, Goebbels was acclaimed 
by those who had stayed. The next day he dictated his first Gau circular.’ 

This document, backdated to 9 November 1926, is revealing.* In it Goebbels 
dissolved all existing local groups of the Party, and reformed them as ‘sections’, 
with leaders chosen by him. Party members were informed that the Party 
Headquarters were ‘not to be confused with a place to get warm’, and more 
significantly, that the Berlin SA would still be led by Kurt Daluege, but could 
only appear in public with Goebbels’ agreement. The new leader also announced 
that he was instituting a ‘school for speakers’, which all ‘Party comrades’ were 
free to attend.* Here we see the three planks of Goebbels’ strategy in Berlin: 
the assertion of his own leadership; control of the local SA, which alone could 
provide physical protection and intimidate opponents; and his emphasis on the 
use of propaganda. 

For some time Goebbels had concerned himself with this theme. He had 
spoken about propaganda, and taken part in meetings on this subject with 
Hitler. In August 1926 he had composed a memorandum on ‘New methods of 
propaganda’, very probably the same as the essay with this title he published in 
1927.° Given his future role as Propaganda Minister, and his place in history as the 
great manipulator of the twentieth-century mass media, it is worth considering 
what Goebbels understood by ‘propaganda’ at this early stage of his career. 
Essentially, he meant two things: the spoken and the written word. He had not 
had opportunities to use the technologies of film and radio, as neither he nor 
the Party yet had access to these media.’ Public radio broadcasting had started in 
Germany only in October 1923, and was still in its infancy. Like Hitler, Goebbels 
believed that the power of the spoken word was his most important weapon. He 
devoted great attention to the preparations for his speeches, and as we have seen, 
critically observed those of other Party speakers. In his 1927 essay he argued that 
there must be a centralized, coordinated approach to all the Party’s propaganda, 
and consideration of the atmosphere in which a speech was delivered, arguing 
that ‘an overflowing guest room is better than a huge empty hall’.® In his 1931 
account of the ‘struggle for Berlin’, he wrote: ‘Propaganda in itself has no basic 
methods of its own. It has only one goal, and in politics this goal is always the 
conquest of the masses. Every means which serves this goal is good ... modern 
propaganda also depends essentially upon the spoken word. Revolutionary 
movements are not made by great writers, but by great speakers.” 

As a practising journalist, with unfulfilled literary ambitions and a studious 
nature, he also attributed great importance to political writing, and was beginning 
to appreciate the importance of all publicity, good or bad. He was delighted that 
the Berlin press took early note of his arrival there, even if only to complain 
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about him. Strikingly, Goebbels at this stage had little sense of the importance 
of visual symbolism, unlike Hitler, who had written about the importance of 
colour and form in his Mein Kampf.” A surviving poster for one of Goebbels’ 
speeches in May 1926 is revealing: it was produced by the Party in Breslau, and 
announces a ‘protest meeting’, at which the ‘famous pioneer’ of the Rhineland 
and the Ruhr will speak on ‘the road to power for workers of the hand and brain’. 
Goebbels’ name is incorrectly spelt as ‘Göbbels’. At the top of the poster is a 
small picture of Hitler (which appeared in many Nazi publications), his mouth 
sealed, with slogans to either side contrasting the ban on Hitler speaking with 
the freedom given to ‘racketeers and bosses’. The whole production is strikingly 
amateurish." All this was to change. Goebbels had in October 1926 met a young 
Berlin caricaturist, Hans Schweitzer, who worked for the Strasser brothers, and 
was on good terms with Goebbels’ host Hans Steiger. From their first meeting 
Goebbels was impressed with Schweitzer’s artwork and, once established in Berlin, 
Schweitzer became his closest confidant. On 14 November, having asserted his 
control over the local party, Goebbels hosted a convivial gathering. Hitler was 
there, with his driver Maurice, Daluege, Gregor Strasser, and Hans Schweitzer. 
They sat up late, listening to Hitler.'? Schweitzer had already developed a forceful 
individual style as a poster artist and cartoonist, using stark colours, and typically 
juxtaposing images of noble, heroic Aryan figures with seedy, obese, lecherous 
Jewish stereotypes. Schweitzer became Goebbels’ chosen illustrator, producing 
dozens of posters and cartoons for him over the next few years, adding a powerful 
visual element to Goebbels’ propaganda offensive in Berlin.” 

If Schweitzer’s style was crude and unsubtle, Goebbels’ combination of elements 
of propaganda in the support of ‘the cult of dead heroes’ was more complex." 
Goebbels came to adulthood in a society which had lost over 2 million dead and 
many more wounded in the First World War. He grew up in an area where mining 
accidents were not infrequent. His friend Richard Flisges combined these two 
misfortunes, and well before Goebbels met Hitler and became acquainted with 
his ritual celebration of Nazi ‘martyrs’ he had developed his own romanticized 
vision of the passage to death in which images of funerary ritual, graves, memorial 
architecture, and the surrounding landscape were invested with great significance. 
He had developed a powerful sense of redemption, believing that the influence 
of a dead comrade lived on to inspire the living. In one of his first published 
articles, in December 1923, Goebbels had written in this vein about the ‘hero’s 
death’ of Richard Flisges, greeting him ‘in the empire of the dead’ with the 
words: ‘Youth is not dead. It lives and believes.’ In his as-yet-unpublished novel 
Michael Voorman Goebbels had used an imagined description of Flisges’ funeral 
as the dramatic culmination of the whole book, writing with studied simplicity: 
‘miners carried him to his grave’.!5 As Goebbels helped to build up the Party in 
the Ruhr, funerals had been used as public demonstrations of the Nazi movement 
and its concern for its members. Where Hitler celebrated the marchers who had 
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been shot by the police in Munich in November 1923, Goebbels elevated to the 
status of heroes those, like Flisges, who lived a simple life of work, duty, and 
honour amongst the Volk. 
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by Hans Schweitzer. 


Goebbels brought to his exploitation of these dead heroes an individual 
dimension lacking in Hitler’s steely, impersonal vision of the Nazi martyr. Given 
Goebbels’ total lack of sympathy for his opponents, it is difficult to judge how 
genuine his sympathy was for the Nazis who were killed and injured in the 
political violence of what he and other Nazis called the Kampfzeit, or ‘time of 
struggle’. His own words suggest that he was genuinely moved by the funerals of 
dead ‘comrades’. In December 1925 he had recorded his attendance at a wintry 
funeral in the Ruhr: ‘Yesterday a burial in Oberhausen. The Storm Detachment 
with flags. One of our best men a casualty in a mine. I spoke as the darkness 
fell.” Earlier that month he described the commemoration festival held for 
Leo Schlageter, a young man executed by the French occupation forces in 1923, 
after being tried for sabotage: ‘Yesterday and the day before in Düsseldorf. On 
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Sunday a big Schlageter Festival. In the morning at the Zoo. Beethoven and 
Grieg. Then my remembrance speech in front of 2,000 people. I spoke from a 
whole, full heart. And the people thanked me from full hearts ... And then out 
into the deep white snow. 1,200 SA men on the route to Schlageter’s grave. A 
hollow. In the centre a cross and spade, on top a steel helmet. Our people have 
worked wonders. Ihad a comrade ... Kaufmann speaks. Going to the heart. 
Muffled drumbeats go by.’!” 

Goebbels had no sooner arrived in Berlin than he had to visit Party members 
in hospital, mainly SA men injured in fighting in the working-class district of 
Neukölln. He made this public attention to the wounded, and to the families 
of those SA men who were killed a central part of his propaganda over the next 
few years. In his diary he described Berlin as ‘cruel asphalt’, and rejoiced in 
the prospect of violence. On 20 November, he wrote, characteristically: ‘Now 
we can get to the great work. Attack upon attack. Blood is flowing.’® In early 
January, a Party member from Unna in the Ruhr sent Goebbels a ‘wonderful 
Browning pistol’. He added: ‘It shall be my loyal accompaniment.” In all his 
verbal imagery for the early Nazi Party, and in his private life, Goebbels used the 
theme of sacrifice. As soon as he had reorganized the Party in Berlin he set up 
what he called a ‘Community of Sacrifice’, an inner group of supporters giving 
10 per cent of their incomes to the Party. From contemporary reports written 
by Reinhold Muchow, a committed young Nazi in Berlin, it is clear that in these 
first few weeks in Berlin, Goebbels succeeded not only in suppressing dissent 
within the Party there, but in generating a sense of inspiration and purpose, and 
in recruiting many new members.” 

With Else no longer part of his life, Goebbels was longing for female company. 
His gaze lingered on women he met in Berlin, and he wrote repeatedly of his 
desire for a woman. He had a completely split view of women, and his longing 
for a sexual and emotional partner who would conform to an image of Germanic 
virtue was matched by his disdain for women in the Party. In Berlin he had no 
sooner arrived than he had to deal with Elsbeth Zander, the leader of the Deutscher 
Frauenorden (Order of German Women). In a Party that openly advocated that 
women should play an exclusively domestic role, she was an exception. Zander 
has the unique distinction of subsequently being the only female member of 
the ‘Reich Organization Leadership’. She must have been a remarkable woman, 
by any measure, but Goebbels treated her with contempt. On 21 November 
1926 he wrote: 


Discussion today with Miss Zander. The affair of the Deutscher Frauenorden has 
now been ruled upon. One has to give the women something to do. Things 
to do with love are best.” 
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He was evidently more impressed with the new ‘typing girl’ he employed in 
the Party office. ‘She brings a bit of sunshine into the everyday greyness. We 
can use that.’” A few days later he came back to her in his diary, describing her 
with a now dated German expression: 


Our typing girl, Ilse Bettge, is brave and good and virtuous and dependable. 
She can help me with everything. Right now she is registering my post and is 
happy in that, as only a teenage girl [Backfisch] can be.”* 


As Christmas approached, Goebbels spent a great deal of time with Hans 
Schweitzer and his wife Margarete, and through them he was introduced to 
20-year-old Dora Henschel. On 17 December he had to attend the Christmas 
celebration of Zander’s Order of German Women, but he was far more excited 
about the prospect of meeting Dora Henschel the next day.” When he went 
home to Rheydt for Christmas, Goebbels even met Else again. They spent an 
‘afternoon filled with happiness, alone’ on Christmas Day at the house of Else’s 
sister Lotte.” Despite this lyrical description, the time together seems only to 
have rekindled their confused feelings of previous years, and nothing further 
came of the reunion. 

Back in Berlin, Goebbels threw himself into political struggle. As well as 
taking new inspiration for his visual propaganda from Schweitzer, Goebbels 
was elevating violence to key status in the public display of the Nazi Party. A 
meeting in Spandau in January 1927 developed into a brawl with Communists, 
and Goebbels recorded his satisfaction: ‘In my wildest dreams I had not imagined 
anything like this! Where there is fighting, there is only victory and defeat. This 
was our victory! When I drove home, there were 2,000 fanatical fighters there 
to celebrate me. Now I really am the leader of these searching, yearning people. 
God protect the German Volk! ... Work! Struggle! Victory!!! That is where Iam in 
my element!’* The Berlin Party now had enough money to buy a six-seater Benz, 
and a few days later Goebbels was driven out to the industrial town of Cottbus 
in the car. There he led an SA procession through the town, and spoke in the 
marketplace, he claimed, to 12,000 people. His speech was interrupted by ‘bloody 
fights’ with the police, and there were ‘badly wounded on either side’. On arrival 
back in Berlin, Goebbels found that there had been a bomb attack on the new 
Party Headquarters in the Lützowstrasse, leaving ‘many, many, wounded’.?’ 

On 11 February Goebbels held his often-described meeting at the Pharus Hall 
in Wedding, a Communist stronghold, which again degenerated into a pitched 
battle. After visiting wounded SA men in hospital the next day, his car was 
showered with stones, and it was only ‘as if by a miracle’ that Goebbels was 
unscathed.” The ‘Pharus Hall Fight’ was quickly mythologized by Goebbels, and 
over the next few years he produced a number of heroic accounts of it, which 
have since served as fodder for later writers. According to this narrative, the 
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Nazis at the meeting were greatly outnumbered by the Communists, but once 
they were brutally attacked, they responded heroically to defend themselves, to 
clear the Communists from the hall and, after the arrival of the police, to allow 
Goebbels to continue his speech. Several of the SA men, wounded in the fight, 
were brought up onto the stage, bandaged, where as martyrs they heard the 
words of their new leader.” 

By this time the authorities were well aware of the danger posed to public 
order by Goebbels’ movement in the capital, and his meetings were attended 
by large numbers of police. On 15 February he spoke again in Spandau, his 
entourage travelling with him in two cars, ‘armed to the teeth’.*° In March there 
was another violent confrontation, which began when Nazis returning from a 
march outside the city attacked a group of Communist musicians coincidentally 
in the same train. The police report on the disturbances which followed at the 
Lichterfelde-Ost station suggests that Goebbels’ claim to be ‘armed to the teeth’ 
was not mere bravado: 


The national socialists attacked the communists under the onset of heavy 
revolver fire and with lance-like, iron flagpoles, after which something like nine 
lightly and five severely wounded were taken away from the battle field.*! 


After this the Nazis marched back into the city, and Goebbels recorded a 
disturbing incident: ‘A procession through the town ... Our brave lads hauled a 
Jew out of a bus. How I love these lads! We are creating uproar all over Berlin.’ 
Goebbels did not explain why it was courageous of his young thugs to single 
out a Jewish man for intimidation like this, nor did he record what happened 
to the victim.*? Goebbels’ enthusiastic follower Reinhold Muchow wrote a 
detailed account of the whole confrontation at Lichterfelde-Ost, alleging that 
the revolver fire came from the Communist musicians on the train, but describing 
how sustained attacks on them with stones eventually left their carriage totally 
wrecked, and all the Communists inside badly injured. He proudly noted how 
the face of the first man to be brought out afterwards was ‘a shapeless bloody 
mass’. Muchow then recorded how, while a column of 800 uniformed SA men 
accompanied by 1,000 others marched through Steglitz and Friedenau, ‘insolent 
Jews were beaten up without further ado’. This was the first display in Berlin 
of this kind of Nazi behaviour, which was to become commonplace all over 
Germany after 1933, and of course over much of Europe after 1939, and it 
caused considerable outrage in the Berlin press, which demanded that further 
pogroms be prevented, and the perpetrators punished. Several SA men were in 
fact arrested and later sentenced to prison terms for their part in these brutal 
assaults. Goebbels himself was called as a witness in the case, but managed to 
frustrate the first efforts to interrogate him a few weeks later. He was on a brief 
speaking visit to the Ruhr when he was named by the police, and when they tried 
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to speak to him on his return to Berlin Goebbels was surrounded by a crowd of 
his supporters on the platform at the Anhalter station, and was carried on their 
shoulders to his waiting car. Summoned to appear in court next day, he refused 
to give a statement.** 

Conscious that he was gaining ever more publicity with his tactics of violence, 
and that he was physically overawing the Communist opposition, Goebbels now 
focused his attention on getting Hitler to speak in Berlin. He was now in much 
more frequent contact with his beloved leader, and on 1 May, Hitler arrived. 
After speaking to a large closed meeting, he addressed two smaller gatherings 
the next day, one of them on the theme of ‘sacrifice’. Hitler had brought an old 
comrade with him, Captain Goring, and although Goebbels was in awe of the 
First World War pilot, he felt initially disappointed in him. His slightly touchy 
response to meeting Goring may also reflect some jealousy of another man 
so close to Hitler.” Days later, another of Goebbels’ meetings closed with two 
companies of police searching all attending for weapons. After this, on 5 May, 
the Berlin-Brandenburg Nazi Party was formally dissolved by the Prussian police, 
and Goebbels himself was banned from speaking in Berlin. On 12 May a ‘mass 
protest’ against the ban was banned by the police, but Goebbels relished the 
confrontations that developed with the police when a crowd of his supporters 
hoping to hear him speak was locked outside a hall in Charlottenburg.” 

Although horrified by the expense of employing lawyers, Goebbels was learning 
to exploit the strengths and weaknesses of the legal system in Weimar Germany. 
He was utterly unscrupulous in this, taking advantage of the slow communication 
between different regional courts, and of the tendency of many prosecutors 
and judges to sympathize with political activists on the right who appeared to 
be motivated by patriotic sentiment. While contemptuous of the respect for 
procedure displayed by the police and by court officials, Goebbels was quite 
prepared to take advantage of all possibilities the system offered for delaying, 
obstructing, or appealing against the same procedures. He immediately lodged 
an appeal against the ban on him speaking, and subsequently a formal complaint 
against the dissolution of the Nazi Party in Berlin.” He could afford to be fairly 
content in the meantime. In only six months, Goebbels had transformed the 
situation of the Nazi Party in Berlin. From an impotent, fractious group, it had 
become a tightly organized, disciplined, and violent movement with the potential 
to mobilize crowds several thousand strong. Its activities, and the ‘riots’ it was 
causing, were the subject of constant attention in the press.** Garish posters 
all over the city were bringing the Party, its imagery, and the names of its key 
figures to much wider notice. The ban on the Party lasted until 31 March 1928, 
but was constantly subverted in the meantime, for example by Party groups 
meeting under the guise of sporting or musical associations. Goebbels turned to 
other forms of propaganda, and devoted his energies largely to the production 
of his own newspaper. 
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During these early months in Berlin Goebbels spent much of his free time 
together with Schweitzer and his wife; often they sang and played music together. 
In December 1926 Goebbels sat for a portrait by Schweitzer. He wrote that he was 
developing a new style of speaking, in which he ‘dematerialized’ people and ideas, 
concentrating on types rather than individuals.’ He might have been describing 
the stereotypes in Schweitzer’s caricatures. It is no coincidence that Goebbels in 
early 1927 developed the theme of ‘the unknown SA man’ in his speeches and 
articles, celebrating an idealized but anonymous martyr to the movement. ‘You 
are the nobility of the Third Reich’ he declared in one article titled ‘The unknown 
SA man’.“ In a series of drawings Schweitzer developed a visual counterpart to 
Goebbels’ spoken and written portrayal. The image of a brutish, square-jawed 
SA man with a bandaged head became a regular feature of Nazi posters. The two 
men also went to the cinema together, heightening further Goebbels’ interest in 
the visual media. In January 1927 they saw one of the ‘mountain films’ of Otto 
Fanck, Der Heilige Berg (The Holy Mountain) and Goebbels was moved to write in 
his diary about the combination of natural scenery, human drama, and dance it 
presented, ‘so much in our own spirit’. He was particularly struck by the dancing 
of one of the young actresses: ‘A woman, no, an angel, Leni Riefenstahl. She 
danced in the open before the film showing. A delightful, delicate, creature ... 
I was blissfully happy.’*! In March Goebbels went with the Schweitzers to see 
Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, but although he was impressed by the production he 
thought the film’s content too sentimental.” Films in 1927 were still silent, but 
Goebbels was alive to the power of music, and spent time recruiting a marching 
band, and getting the composer Hans Gansser to write songs for the Berlin SA 
choir. He was enthusiastic about some of Gansser’s songs, but still felt that the 
movement needed something better, a hymn to rival the Communist anthem, 
the Internationale, as a statement of belief and common purpose.** 

If there is a moment in Goebbels’ life when we can identify his emergence 
as - in Jeffrey Herf’s terms - a ‘reactionary modernist’, it is this. Goebbels had 
overcome his earlier distaste for Berlin, and was replacing this with an idealized 
vision of ‘the city of millions’. Although he still enjoyed using descriptions like 
‘the asphalt desert’, this was now double-edged, tinged with veneration for the 
SA men who sought to dominate this alien, and modern, world. Goebbels had 
for the first time access to a car for his own personal use, and was developing a 
passion for motor vehicles. More importantly he was beginning to see the value 
of modern mass media as tools of communication. In the years to come he 
would increasingly seek to present technology and its fruits not as components 
‘of alien, Western Zivilisation’, but as ‘an organic part of German Kultur’. The 
word ‘modern’ became a term of approbation in Goebbels’ vocabulary. 

In 1927, his focus was on popular journalism. Goebbels had previously worked 
on several newspapers, but they had been controlled by others. The National- 
sozialistische Briefe, which he had edited, was a sheet intended primarily for 
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Party officials, and was used by other senior Nazis as a forum for discussion. 
It had carried articles by others such as Rosenberg, disagreeing with Goebbels’ 
own views on subjects like Russia. It was published by the Kampfverlag (The 
Fighting Press), a house owned by the Strasser brothers, which produced several 
newspapers, including the Berliner Arbeiter Zeitung (Berlin Worker’s Newspaper). 
In March 1927 Goebbels was offered the editorship of the Nationalsozialistische 
Monatshefte (National Socialist Monthly Journal), which was produced by Franz 
Eher, the Party publisher in Munich, but this was not what he wanted. His violent 
tactics in Berlin had attracted much criticism, above all from the Strasser brothers, 
and he wanted a newspaper which he controlled, could aim at the ordinary party 
member, and by extension to the man in the street in Berlin. He also wanted an 
opportunity to develop his own style of journalism. As early as December 1926 
Goebbels was writing privately about his erstwhile comrades in the damning, 
vitriolic way that he was using publicly for his opponents. After receiving a letter 
from Gregor Strasser warning him that his tactics would lead to catastrophe, 
Goebbels wrote: ‘Strasser has written a stupid, illogical letter to me. They both 
remain what they are: an apothecary and a lawyer.’*° Two months later Goebbels 
wrote his account of a defining moment during a conversation which took place 
in the Steiger household, where he was still staying, significantly on the subject 
of Jakob Goldschmidt, a director of the Dresdner Bank. Goldschmidt was Jewish, 
and Goebbels subsequently made him the target of many attacks: 


To the house. The Strassers are there. We fall into conversation. Frosty, cold. 
And suddenly they showed their true colours. ‘Goldschmidt stands as close to 
God as Parsifal.’ This is what Otto Strasser said, and Gregor nodded his assent. 
Conclusion! Full stop! The end of the Strasser chapter. It happened. One more 
disappointment. Now we are only Party comrades. Nothing more.” 


After this Goebbels developed a particularly rancorous hatred for Otto Strasser. 
Two days later he wrote: ‘Dr Otto Strasser is causing me concern. Until I have the 
dog exterminated.’** Goebbels never recovered confidence in the Strassers. In the 
manner that was endemic in the Nazi Party he became involved in the exchange 
of insults, slurs, and innuendos, both directly with them, and through others. 
It is deeply ironic, and somehow salutary that the worst accusation that could 
be made in this climate was of Jewishness, or of a hint of Jewish inheritance. An 
article was published in the Strasser newspapers on 23 April 1927, ostensibly by 
an old colleague from the Ruhr, Erich Koch, indirectly suggesting that Goebbels 
was congenitally disabled, and thus hinting at Jewish ancestry. Goebbels, who 
dismissed Koch as a ‘proletarian’,*” was certain that the article had really been 
written by the Strassers, and took his complaint against them directly to Hitler, 
when the two met for a Nazi march in Essen on 27 April. After the ceremony 
he collared Hitler: ‘Afternoon in the hotel. Hitler let me come up. I complained 
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about Strasser. He was quite of my opinion. He hates Dr Strasser [Otto]. Now the 
matter in Berlin will come to a decision.’° In fact over the next few weeks Hitler 
did nothing, while the feud between his lieutenants deepened. 

After the ban on the Berlin Party in May it came out into the open. ‘Either 
they stay or I do’, Goebbels wrote on 7 June 1927. Three days later he convened 
a meeting of his Berlin Party leadership at the offices of the German Women’s 
Order in Steinmetz Strasse. There were 16 people present, including Goebbels, the 
SA boss Daluege, supporters like Hans Schweitzer, and Elsbeth Zander. A report 
of the meeting was sent to the Party Headquarters in Munich, describing how 
Goebbels called for a vote of confidence before reading out Koch’s defamatory 
article from one of the Strasser newspapers. He alleged that ‘Koch was not 
endowed with sufficient intellect to compose such an article’, and that it had 
been planted by the Strassers. He had further been told by a third party that the 
article was a production of the Kampfverlag intended to undermine Goebbels’ 
position in Berlin. Finally, Goebbels said that ‘the article in question was all the 
more monstrous as his club-foot was not congenital, but the result of an accident 
in his youth’. Cleverly he left the room while the vote of confidence was debated. 
The Strassers were not present, and in Goebbels’ absence, his friend Schweitzer 
spoke up. He said he 


had come to know Dr. Strasser [Otto]. From the beginning he had disliked Dr. 
Strasser’s sugary and excessively friendly manner, and he had been unable to 
get used to it for a long while. He then criticized Dr. Strasser, and, quoting 
another Party comrade, said that Dr. Strasser had a shot of ‘Jewish blood in his 
veins’. Visible evidence was his red crinkly hair, the hooked nose and his obese, 
fleshy face. He, too, expressed the opinion that Dr. Strasser was the author of 
the article in question and condemned the conduct of the Kampfverlag. 


Goebbels got his vote of confidence, and he also crucially got a ruling from this 
meeting that his own newspaper Der Angriff (The Attack) would henceforth be 
the regular paper for the Party membership in Berlin.°' A few days earlier, in 
Munich, Goebbels had sought and gained Hitler’s approval for the newspaper.*” 
Gregor Strasser immediately wrote to Hitler to defend himself against Goebbels’ 
accusations, but Hitler met Goebbels on 20 and 21 June, and after long 
conversations agreed to publish a declaration of his confidence in Goebbels in 
the Völkischer Beobachter. He also agreed that Der Angriff would henceforth be 
published by the Party house in Munich.* At the same time he refused to endorse 
any of the allegations made against the Strassers, and over the next few months 
he studiously avoided being drawn further into this festering dispute. 
Strikingly, while the conflict between Goebbels and the Strasser brothers 
became steadily more acrimonious, Goebbels took his case not only to Hitler 
and to the Party leadership in Berlin, but to ordinary members around Germany. 
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Aside from the personal slurs being traded, the principal charge of the Strassers 
against Goebbels was that his violent tactics in Berlin were counter-productive, as 
evidenced by the prohibition of the Party there. Although banned from speaking 
in Berlin, Goebbels still spoke in other parts of Germany in May and June 1927, 
and used these meetings to defend his tactics in Berlin, and to mythologize the 
actions of the SA there. While in Munich to press his case with Hitler, Goebbels 
also addressed a Party meeting on the evening of 20 June. At the time, Goebbels 
was so preoccupied that he devoted only one sentence to this meeting in his diary, 
but an anonymous police informant was also present, and sent in a summary 
of events to the Munich police. According to this source, there were some 450 
Nazis present, only a few in uniform. Goebbels apparently spoke at length about 
the activities of the Party in Berlin, claiming that they had recruited 600 new 
members there in April alone. He contrasted its activist approach with what 
he saw as the supine conduct of the Stahlhelm (or Steel Helmets), a nationalist 
veterans’ organization led by the ex-officer Franz Seldte. The Stahlhelm, although 
sharing many of the Nazis’ nationalist, militarist, and anti-Semitic views, was 
committed to ‘just and peaceful means’.** The police informant quoted Goebbels 
as declaring that if 120,000 SA men were to march in Berlin, they would not 
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leave the city as they found it, a sarcastic reference to the peaceful conduct of the 
Stahlhelm, which had recently mobilized 132,000 men for amemorial march in 
Berlin. Goebbels apparently continued by threatening the authorities in Berlin 
who attempted to repress the Nazi Party there, that the time would come ‘when 
the National Socialists would pay them back in the same coin, with interest and 
with compound interest’.°° This revolutionary rhetoric was standard fare for 
Goebbels at the time, but these words were to come back to trouble him later. 

While the Party was banned in Berlin, Goebbels diverted much of his energy 
to the production of his newspaper. He had settled on the name Der Angriff in 
May 1927 and wrote a great deal in his diary about his hopes and fears for the 
newspaper. By pestering various supporters he scraped together the money, but 
his plan was almost undone at the last moment by the arrest and imprisonment of 
his editor, Julius Lippert, for unpaid fines.*° Curiously Goebbels was briefly away 
from Berlin, speaking for the first time in a foreign country, in the Sudeten region 
of Czechoslovakia, when the first issue was published on 4 July 1927,” after a 
sustained and clever poster campaign, and he only saw the second issue a few 
days after its publication. He had travelled by train, hoping to speak in Vienna, 
but was turned back at Passau on the border after objections to his travelling 
were raised by the German government. He then went to Munich but found to 
his chagrin that Hitler was, paradoxically, in Berlin. While travelling back, he 
was given a copy of Angriff, which he thought was ‘brilliant!’** The next issue, 
he wrote, was ‘Masterly!’ 
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10. The masthead of Der Angriff (The Attack), the newspaper established by Goebbels in 
1927. The newspaper pioneered a new style of popular journalism and this is reflected in 
its modern typography, unchanged here 16 years later in 1943. 


Although there were considerable difficulties with the early issues of Der Angriff, 
it became a key weapon in Goebbels’ struggle for influence in Berlin. At first the 
newspaper had only a print run of 2,000, and came out weekly, but over the next 
few years, its circulation grew, and from October 1929 it was issued twice weekly. 
After November 1930 it was published daily. By then it was the most widely read 


‘You Are the Nobility of the Third Reich’ 91 


Nazi newspaper in northern Germany, as well as in Berlin. Goebbels proudly 
described it as a ‘revolutionary fighting newspaper’, and in Der Angriff we can 
identify several distinctive features he contributed to Nazi journalism. The paper 
was written in an outspokenly aggressive manner, and although it was similar to 
existing Nazi papers in giving extensive coverage to Party activities and affairs, 
Goebbels, who wrote all the leading articles, also used a more direct, personal 
style to create a sense of embattled sympathy amongst Party ‘fighters’. His most 
effective articles were written in the style of his diary, in a breathless first-person 
narrative. The front page of Der Angriff always carried a cartoon by Schweitzer, 
under the pseudonym ‘Mjölnir’ (a Norse word meaning ‘Hammer of Thor’ or 
‘Destroyer’), and these accentuated the ostentatiously anti-Semitic tone of the 
paper. The first issue had a caricature of the Jewish banker Jakob Goldschmidt 
on the front page, and in his first leader Goebbels declared: ‘Germany is an 
exploitation colony of international Jewish finance capital.’°° The second issue 
attacked several Jewish lawyers by name.*! Many subsequent issues had front-page 
leaders devoted to the ‘Jewish question’.° Der Angriff frequently carried hints of 
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menace about how Jews and other opponents of Nazism might be treated in the 
future, not only in its leading articles. For example, the issue of 19 September 
1927 carried a small piece describing how an SA man had been stabbed in Cottbus 
by a Jew. The article was sarcastically titled ‘A Jewish knife hero’, and ended with 
the words: ‘Nothing will be forgotten. Come the day!’ 

Der Angriff was aimed at the working man, and was in many respects similar 
in its style to the existing Communist newspaper Die Rote Fahne (The Red Flag). 
Communists themselves were always portrayed in Der Angriffas dupes of Moscow, 
cynically manipulated by their German leaders. In Schweitzer’s cartoons, 
Communists, if portrayed with ‘Aryan’ features, were typically represented as 
slobbish and undisciplined, in stark contrast with the taut, controlled manliness 
of the SA. From the inception of the newspaper Goebbels included a column 
headed ‘The fight for Berlin’ which portrayed the Berlin SA as heroic, embattled 
fighters, and gave news and announcements about local Party events, and he 
soon added a regular column titled ‘From the asphalt desert’ which extended this 
theme with a focus on local confrontations. Goebbels also instituted a ‘political 
diary’ which he used to comment on wider affairs. At the back of the newspaper 
there was a bizarre mix of everyday advertisements for (non-Jewish) Berlin shops 
and for specialist suppliers of Nazi literature and clothing. 

Der Angriff was outspokenly hostile to all republican politicians and institutions 
as well as to individual opponents. Goebbels created in Der Angriff an antithesis 
to his own leadership of the Nazis in his presentation of the Berlin Police Vice 
President, Bernhard Weiss, as the Jewish stereotype of ‘Isidor’.* Over the next 
few years, Weiss - a decorated veteran of the First World War - was presented as 
a personal opponent, determined to use any means to suppress the Nazis, but 
at the same time viciously mocked for his Jewishness.°° Goebbels became so 
obsessed, and self-satisfied, with his mockery of Bernhard Weiss that he went 
on to publish two books devoted to offensive jokes and cartoons by Schweitzer 
about him.“ Although many were repelled by the ‘harsh and uncouth’ language 
of Der Angriff, others were not, and it evidently drew some people into the Nazi 
movement. One ex-soldier, who was not yet a Nazi Party member, wrote: 


One day early in 1927 I bought a copy of a weekly, Der Angriff. The name of 
the magazine attracted me. After a study of the first copy I could not wait to 
see the next, and I fervently read its attacks on the Republican regime. From 
then on I became a regular reader of Der Angriff, which brought me in close 
contact with the Party fighting for a new Germany.” 


While the first issues of Der Angriff were circulating Goebbels was still 
preoccupied with his quarrel with the Strassers. He returned immediately to 
Berlin after his failed journey to Vienna, to try to speak to Hitler about this. He 
found that Hitler had not discussed the allegations traded between Goebbels 
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12. The second book, published by 
Goebbels in 1931, viciously attacking 
Berlin police chief Bernhard Weiss. Note 
the use of a Hebraic script for ‘Isidor’. The 
book’s title, Knorke, is a word from Berlin 
dialect, best translated as ‘Brilliant’ or 
‘Cracking’, which Goebbels took to using 
after his arrival in Berlin in 1926. 
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and the Strassers with anyone, and now insisted on discussing preparations for 
the forthcoming annual Party rally, to be held for the first time at Nuremberg, 
rather than in Weimar. Schweitzer joined them, and impressed both Hitler and 
Goebbels with a poster he had drawn for the rally, with the legend ‘The Future is 
Ours’.6® A week later, Goebbels left Berlin for a short holiday in Bavaria. He went 
to visit the grave of Richard Flisges in Schliersee, and returned to Munich for the 
general meeting of the Party on 30 July. For all his adulation of Hitler, Goebbels 
was developing a strong aversion to Munich and the whole atmosphere around 
Hitler there. He wrote of the meeting: ‘Boring reports. Finance, organization, 
and goodness knows what. Then Hitler speaks. Brilliant as ever. In front of this 
Munich crowd, pearls cast before swine.’ The next day, Goebbels was thrilled 
when Hitler took him out to Schliersee in his car. The two went for a long 
walk, and settled that Goebbels would speak on propaganda at the Nuremberg 
Rally. Sitting by a mountain stream, it seems again that Hitler did most of the 
talking, and reminisced about his family. It became a conceit of Goebbels that 
his and Hitler’s family backgrounds were remarkably similar, another proof of 
the common destiny which he felt bound them together. Hitler then returned to 
Munich, leaving Goebbels to stay in the village. He watched some folk dancing, 
and recorded an incident which suggests that he took his aggressive dislike of 
Jews into his private life: ‘In the evening I watch the dancing. A row with a 
greasy Jew, who came too close to a German girl. And Israel took himself off.’ 
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The Nuremberg Rally, held over the weekend of 19-21 August, was the first 
which Goebbels had been involved in planning. It followed the pattern of earlier 
meetings in Weimar, with a succession of marches and speeches, and great 
celebration of contingents arriving from distant parts of the country. Nuremberg 
itself was a historic city in southern Germany where the Nazi Party was strong. 
The town’s long-established associations with German culture, art, and singing 
were all grist to the Nazi mill. There was a torchlit night parade by the Party’s 
uniformed organizations, the SA, the SS (a recently formed personal bodyguard 
for Hitler), and the Hitler Youth. The police took careful note of the proceedings, 
and a report to the government estimated that there were 8,500 uniformed men 
and 300 youths present. It put the overall turnout of supporters at 15-20,000, 
roughly twice as many as in Weimar the preceding year. The SA was most strongly 
represented by a contingent from the Ruhr, and the police noted the presence 
of a Berlin SA group which had walked all the way to Nuremberg, and carried 
a banner with Goebbels’ slogan Trotz Verbot - nicht tot! (‘Despite the ban, not 
dead!’)’ Goebbels made much in Der Angriff and in subsequent accounts of this 
first Nuremberg Rally of how the Berlin SA was particularly feted, and idealized 
the unemployed SA men who had walked all the way to Nuremberg for the 
rally. He described their joy as they were able to don their banned SA uniforms 
once they had left Berlin.” A constant theme of the speeches in Nuremberg 
was hatred for the Jews, both abroad and inside Germany. The rally passed off 
peacefully. Significantly, Hitler and Goebbels commissioned a film of the rally, 
further proof of a developing recognition of the potential this medium had 
for propaganda.” 

Goebbels, for all the show of public unity at the Party rally, was by this time 
obsessed by his differences with the Strassers. Every meeting with Hitler appeared 
to him first and foremost as an opportunity to speak about this. But Hitler 
refused to be drawn onto the subject. When he called in Berlin in September, he 
cleverly used the presence of his sister and his niece Geli Raubal, and events like 
the showing of the film of the rally to avoid giving Goebbels the opportunity 
to speak about the Strassers. Even Goebbels’ unconditional loyalty to Hitler was 
tested. In November Hitler demanded from Goebbels a truce with the Strassers, 
to which Goebbels assented, not for a moment in private renouncing his ill- 
feelings towards them.” Aware that the Communist press was writing about 
divisions in the Nazi Party, Hitler staged a ‘United Front’ meeting in Munich 
on 19 December 1927, appearing alongside Goebbels and Gregor Strasser. The 
Völkischer Beobachter carried a long article on the spectacle, ironically titled ‘The 
“divided” NSDAP’. It displays in its bombastic and ponderous style a striking 
contrast with Goebbels’ own more lively prose: 


The masses in the densely occupied hall of the Hofbräuhaus also showed their 
interest in the news of a division, in giving an enthusiastic, heartfelt ovation 
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Männer der Faull der Stirn! 


Proleten aug Fabriten und 
Studierfiuden! 


nieder einmal ftchen wir vor dem 9, November, dem 
Jahrestag unferer glorreichen Revolution. 


Koll chrfarditigem Staunen bewundern wir das granitene Aundament einer neuen fF 
Ordnung, die die Soldaten der Revolution mil Ihren grogen /oyaldemofratiidye 
am Gude des Arieges bearündelen. Frieden, Freiheit, Arbeit und Brot! Wiles 
die Zozialdemofratie dem deutiden Arbeilismann 


Das Leben in Schönheit und Würde 


if nun auch für den humgernden deutichen”Proleien Wirklichkeit geworden. 


Sewik abi cs übeltpollende Subjefic, die aus Oak, Nead und Bosheil die Errungen- 
ichniten deo 9. November IHIN wendilputieren möcten. Zelbil 


Darfer Gilbert, unfer Reparationsvogt, - 


der im dicien Tagen nodi durch keinen Kinipruc eine wahnmitige und unfosiale Erhöhung 
der fleinen Beamtengehälter verhinderte, vermag dicie Unbelehrdaren nicht sur Dermunit yu 
bringen 4 


Sic faiein immmerju von dem diden Ende, das nadlamme, reden von 


drohenden Zufammenbrud 
des deutidien Bolles, unfen, das fònne fo mid Weiler gehen und meinen, von Phrafen merde 
niemand falt 


Ja, am licbfien möchten fie Gud, die Ihr für die Napitatiften mit Areude und Opfermut den 
Riemen enger Icdyunalit, aud nod ocrdicien, 


für die Republif Hurra zu freien. 
SGenoffen! raas: 


Am Dienstag, den S. November 1027, abends = Wor, fprict im grohen Saal 
des Orpheums, Aculölln, Daienkeide 32-35 (Intergrundbahualion Daknbeide) 
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13. Poster for a meeting in Berlin on 8 November 1927, at which ‘Dr. Goebbels’ will speak 
on ‘The German Volk’s Dance of Death’. This was Goebbels’ first public speech in Berlin 
after along ban, and he attracted a large audience, writing: ‘I have rarely seen such an 
overflowing hall.’ (TBJG, 8 November 1927, TI, 1/IL, p. 289.) 
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to the three ‘disunited’ leaders when they entered the hall together. They 
came, according to the understanding of our asphalt friends from Berlin, to 
see a party not only once, but in three ways divided, and they found a united 
front of ‘disunited’ directions of which any other party would be proud. They 
found a united Hitler, Strasser, Goebbels front, which means more than a 
comradely, coincidental coming together. Rather it is underpinned by the 
common belief in a high, holy, mission and from a feeling of loyalty, that 
they are bound in the same common idea, and also to the same leader in the 
person of Adolf Hitler. 

That is why the succinct words of Gregor Strasser were so convincing 
in their precise formulation, as he put forward a confession of faith in the 
national socialist movement and its leader, fully in the spirit of the old front 
soldier, for whom the political struggle had also become a form of responsible 
service ... 

That is why Dr Goebbels correctly remembered the spirit of every dead 
member of the movement, whose blood sacrifice imposed a similar responsi- 
bility on the living ... 

Adolf Hitler however, the enthusiastically celebrated Party Leader, was able 
today to point to this united front in spirit and in deed, which had everywhere 
shown how national socialist men unfurled the swastika banner in the hard 
years of the fight.” 


Not the least interesting aspect of this report is its use of one of Goebbels’ 
own journalistic phrases, ‘the asphalt press’, for the Berlin newspapers, here 
sarcastically rendered as ‘our asphalt friends’. 

Although constrained publicly to go along with the spectacle of unity presented 
in the Hofbräuhaus, Goebbels still fulminated in private about the Strassers, 
particularly Otto. His record of the 19 December meeting contrasted sharply in 
its brevity with the tedious prose of the Völkischer Beobachter. It does not suggest 
that the ‘united front’ was genuine: 


First Strasser speaks, then me, then the chief. An explosive mood. People 
virtually pull my hand off. 
Finish at 11.00pm. Strasser takes his leave.” 


Hitler and Goebbels had another matter to debate in these months, the issue of 
‘parliamentarianism’. Goebbels had fashioned himself as a revolutionary, and 
was totally scathing about parliamentary democracy. In June 1927, at the height 
of his dispute with the Strassers, he had gone to the Reichstag and seen Gregor 
Strasser speaking. This prompted him to write: ‘The road to life for the German 
people goes over the corpse of this institution.’”° After the ban on the Berlin 
party, Goebbels was forced to conform to Hitler’s plan of pursuing a legal route 
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to power. Reichstag elections were due in May 1928, and the Party had to devise 
a strategy. On 24 November 1927, Goebbels discussed this with Hitler: 


The Chief laid out the next election campaign. I will unconditionally get into 
the Reichstag. Albeit that may damage my reputation, but against that will be 
the immunity.” 


Reichstag deputies were at this time elected by proportional voting, from a Party 
list. Those candidates placed highest on a party’s list had the best chance of a seat 
in the Reichstag, with the free rail travel and immunity from prosecution which 
accompanied this. Having been promised a place at the top of the Nazi Party list 
by Hitler, Goebbels threw himself into the first of a series of nationwide electoral 
campaigns. Over several months he travelled intensively, speaking in dozens of 
towns all over Germany, taking advantage of the freedom given to him to speak 
again in Berlin after 30 October 1927.78 A few days after this, he was charged in 
court for the first time, in Elberfeld, with incitement to resistance against state 
power. He was fined 100 marks, but proudly noted that in the judgement he had 
been credited with ‘noble motives for the fatherland’. He celebrated with an old 
friend from the Ruhr, Viktor Lutze, and together they griped about the Strassers.’? 
Goebbels affected a show of bravado in his diary when writing about his many 
court appearances (most of which arose from libellous articles in Der Angriff or 
from incitements to violence in his speeches), and at times even appeared to 
welcome the prospect of imprisonment, which would provide an opportunity 
for martyrdom, but in truth he did not want to be incarcerated. The closer the 
elections in May 1928 came, the more he looked forward to the prospect of 
parliamentary immunity. 

As in his days in the Rhineland-Ruhr, Goebbels still loathed speaking to middle- 
class audiences; it was left to Hitler to court the captains of industry and reassure 
them that their property would be safe under a Nazi dispensation. Goebbels did 
enjoy speaking to students, and of course to workers. Nor could he resist the 
use of violence. In February, as the elections drew closer, and the Nazis sought 
to whip up frenzy, at least amongst their own hard core of supporters, Goebbels 
spoke to several meetings in Berlin. After he gave three speeches in one day on 
24 February there were fights between Nazis and Communists; Goebbels’ driver 
Tonak was stabbed three times, not fatally.° The next morning Goebbels was 
hauled out of bed at 6.00 a.m. by the police, taken to the station in Moabit, 
eventually charged on five counts, and released.*! On 28 February Goebbels was 
sentenced to six weeks’ imprisonment for incitement to violence. He cast himself 
as a Christ-like martyr, commenting that ‘now Isidor will have his fun, as he 
has again put someone on the cross’.*? Goebbels again managed by appealing 
to delay the imposition of this sentence. 
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As well as spending more and more time in court, either as the accused, or as a 
witness, Goebbels was now using his greater prominence to try to reassert himself 
as a writer. His 1923 play The Wanderer had been rewritten, and was premiered 
in Weimar’s Wallner Theatre in November 1927. The reviews were very mixed, 
but the production of The Wanderer brought about a personal meeting which 
was much more important than the play itself. On 6 March 1928 Goebbels was 
in Weimar to see the performance. Goebbels claims that it was followed by a 
huge ovation, but his pleasure at this was quite overtaken by a surprise when 
he returned to his hotel: ‘Then the door opens, and before me stands - Anka 
Stalherm. I shake, I stutter, I quake with joy: Anka!’ Briefly, Anka explained to 
Goebbels that she was now married, had a four-month-old child (by another 
man), was unloved, and joyless. He lay awake all night, and they met again 
in the morning before he had to return to Berlin, for yet another speech in 
Potsdam.** Goebbels’ unexpected reunion with Anka threw him into turmoil. 
Since arriving in Berlin in November 1926, he had courted several young women, 
and eyed up many others. His acquaintance with Dora Henschel had come to 
nothing, but he had developed a closer relationship with Tamara von Heede, a 
Russian émigrée he met in December 1927. As they spent more time together, 
Goebbels had even wondered if he was in love with her. Seeing Anka again 
made him realize that he was not, and in the weeks leading up to the election 
in May 1928, Goebbels was constantly distracted by the possibility of renewing 
his relationship with Anka. 

He was captivated by her, as he had been almost ten years previously, and 
they met several times. According to Goebbels, she told him of her current 
difficulties; their continued love for one another was felt but not spoken. In April 
he introduced her to some of his Berlin friends and colleagues, the Schweitzers, 
Tonak, and his secretary Ilse Bettge. He was doing a round of election speeches 
in Thuringia, and was able to call in Weimar to see Anka. She was, however, a 
respectably married woman, and it was clearly not easy for her to go out in public 
with Goebbels and his friends. When they called on her to go to the theatre, 
she made an embarrassing scene outside her house, and told Goebbels she could 
not go. Later, she turned up as he and his friends left the theatre, but although 
he tried to forgive her, he was wounded. The next day, in a long discussion, 
she confronted the prospect of separating from her husband to take up with 
Goebbels again, but stepped back from the brink. Goebbels was even introduced 
to her husband, and some of Anka’s friends, and he was repelled. They were too 
bourgeois for his liking, and he wrote in his diary that Anka herself was, in the 
final analysis, a bourgeoise. He concluded that he could not help her.® 

On 13 April 1928, Goebbels celebrated the formal re-establishment of the Nazi 
Party in Berlin. He described it as a ‘historic hour’, and incorporated the date 
into the mythological narrative of the Party in Berlin which he was assiduously 
constructing. The ban on the Party had been lifted after the announcement of 
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the Reichstag elections, and the campaign now moved into a frenzied tempo. 
The election manifesto issued by Goebbels in Der Angriff shows how duplicitous 
his commitment to the path of legality advocated by Hitler was, and is striking 
for the crudity of its language. It presented 16 demands, some of which, like 
that for ‘the restoration of German honour’, or for ‘apartments and bread’, 
sounded reasonable, if very vague. One called unambiguously for ‘an end to the 
parliamentary swindle’. Several were openly anti-Semitic, one demanding ‘Jews 
out of German administration and economy’, and another calling for ‘the right 
of the front soldier above the Galician intruders’. The penultimate demand used 
one of Goebbels’ favourite phrases at this time: ‘To the gallows with profiteers 
and black-marketeers.’*° 

Goebbels was slightly shocked by the prison sentences given on 17 April to a 
number of his men involved in the gun fight at Lichterfelde-Ost back in March 
1927, but he maintained a furious programme of public speaking. On 28 April, 
Goebbels and his office manager, Dagobert Dürr, were both sentenced in Berlin 
to three weeks’ imprisonment for ‘distortion of name and personal insult’ in 
a case against Bernhard Weiss.®” Goebbels appealed against the sentence, and 
hoped that forthcoming immunity as a Reichstag deputy would keep him out of 
prison. On 1 May he spoke to two meetings in Düsseldorf, and was delighted to 
see his mother and a number of close relatives there.** He alternated speeches in 
and around Berlin with others given as far away as Aschaffenburg, Schweinfurt, 
and Leipzig. Days before the election he travelled to Munich where he spoke to 
four meetings in quick succession, and fitted in a brief talk with Hitler before 
returning to Berlin. In the last few days before the voting he focused on Berlin. 
On 16 May he led his SA men on a provocative march through working-class 
districts of Berlin. They proceeded through Spandau, Neuendorf, Tegel, and 
into Wedding, through streets lined with Communist supporters, whistling 
and jeering. Remarkably, there was no violence. After two more meetings in 
Friedrichshain on 20 May Goebbels and his associates retired, with high hopes, 
to the Party Headquarters to await the results. 

Not until the evening of 21 May were sufficient results announced to make 
the overall picture clear. The Nazis had made no breakthrough, gaining only 2.6 
per cent of the vote, much less than in 1924. In Berlin itself, for all Goebbels’ 
efforts, they received only 1.7 per cent of the vote.® The two parties of the left, 
the Communists and the Social Democrats, made considerable gains. Under the 
Republic’s proportional voting system, the Nazis were entitled to only twelve 
Reichstag deputies, but these included Goebbels. This compensated significantly 
for his disappointment. His diary for 21 May reads: ‘Inner depression. The 
necessary reaction to the last few weeks.’ The next day he wrote: ‘I am therefore 
a member of the Reichstag. Immune, that is the main thing.”! 
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One night in October 1930, about a month after the Elections, there was a big 
row on the Leipzigerstrasse. Gangs of Nazi roughs turned out to demonstrate 
against the Jews. They manhandled some dark-haired, large-nosed pedestrians, 
and smashed the windows of all the Jewish shops. The incident was not, in 
itself, very remarkable: there were no deaths, very little shooting, not more 
than a couple of dozen arrests. I remember it only because it was my first 
introduction to Berlin politics. 

Christopher Isherwood, in his ‘Berlin Diary, Autumn 1930’.! 


The Reichstag elections of May 1928 were a grave disappointment for the Nazi 
Party. For all the intensive campaigning - to which Goebbels had made a 
significant personal contribution - the Party had patently failed to attract mass 
support, or to detach voters from the Communists or Social Democrats. The 
disappointment inaugurated a period of reorganization which lasted for two 
years, and paradoxically saw a deeper commitment to the electoral process as 
the means of gaining power and installing a Nazi dictatorship. For Goebbels this 
was a profoundly painful period. He had styled himself as a revolutionary; he was 
most at home in the atmosphere of a public meeting conducted with opponents 
present, and followed by street fighting. He had developed a fascination with the 
themes of martyrdom and sacrifice, and with funeral rites. He exalted the figure 
of the ‘unknown SA man’, an anonymous working-class hero ready to sacrifice 
all for the cause, and he had utter contempt for the democratic process. He found 
himself profoundly out of sympathy with several of the directions taken by the 
Party after May 1928. 

Membership of the Reichstag itself brought Goebbels little joy. The Nazi 
‘fraction’ of twelve deputies had virtually no power, and direct involvement 
with parliamentary procedures only heightened Goebbels’ contempt. After his 
first session on 13 June he described the Reichstag as a ‘palaver’.? In Der Angriff he 
wrote that the Nazis came into the Reichstag ‘like wolves amongst a flock of sheep’, 
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and contemptuously styled their deputies not as ‘Members of the Reichstag’, but 
as ‘Holders of Immunity and a Free Travel Pass’. Goebbels benefited directly from 
both of these; the prison sentence passed on him shortly before the election was 
not enforced, and several other cases against him were abandoned over the next 
few months. Goebbels determined not to be drawn into parliamentary activity, 
and carefully limited the time he spent there. He used his first Reichstag speech, 
on 10 July, to make a coarse attack on the institution.* Nor was he impressed by 
closer contact with Germany’s leading politicians. In November 1928 he wrote: 
‘Yesterday Stresemann spoke. A terrible jellyfish. I was able to see him from quite 
close up. So that is the Reich’s Foreign Minister. Terrible! Poor Fatherland!’ As far 
as Goebbels was concerned, the real business of politics took place outside the 
Reichstag, and he was relieved that his fellow Nazi deputies were not seduced by 
being part of the institution. 

Although Nazi electioneering had previously been concentrated on the cities, 
the Party’s vote in May 1928 had gone up significantly in several rural areas, 
and Hitler now made for the first time a determined effort to appeal to small 
farmers and agricultural workers. This move was supported by a restructuring of 
the Party’s Gau boundaries, to make them correspond with the electoral districts 
of Germany. Goebbels’ Gau Berlin-Brandenburg was divided in September 1928, 
and the rural areas surrounding Berlin were detached from his control. The 
Nazis had also at this time to clarify the position of women within the Party. 
Goebbels’ view on this was clear. He shared Hitler’s vision of clearly separated 
gender roles, with women restricted to the domestic sphere. Since arriving in 
Berlin in November 1926, he had had many dealings with Elsbeth Zander’s 
Order of German Women, which was only later affiliated to the Nazi Party, and 
regarded this mainly as a tedious chore. In a speech to the Order in October 1927 
he had said, echoing Hitler: 


Struggle is a matter for men, the woman’s role is to be a mother. The mother 
is the symbol of the future and of fertility, she is the law of life and of the 
community of fate. Women must do auxiliary service and support the state 
through educating the young offspring. The future of the nation lies in the 
hands of the woman. She will, if she recognizes this duty, look down with 
contempt on modern emancipated females. She will recognize that war is the 
father of all things. She bears her child in battle and protects it. It remains in 
combat throughout its life until death.’ 


In his diary, Goebbels, put all of this more succinctly: ‘Women should have 
nothing to say about politics.”* 

After the elections of May 1928, it nonetheless became increasingly important 
for the Nazi Party to organize the many disparate women’s groups which bizarrely 
supported it. Even Goebbels had noted, after telling the Women’s Order that 
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motherhood was their allotted role, that ‘the women are the most fanatical’.? It 
is impossible to avoid the suspicion that his dislike of the 60-year-old Elsbeth 
Zander was founded largely on her appearance and age. A historian of women 
in Nazi Germany writes: ‘Zander, wearing shapeless housedresses, with her hair 
carelessly arranged in a bun, projected a most ordinary image.’ The same writer 
notes Zander’s ability as an orator, but Goebbels never remarked on this. More 
typical was his comment in March 1929, when he met her in Zweibrücken: 
‘Fräulein Zander is also there. Awful!’ ™ In 1928 and 1929 Goebbels had to put in 
many appearances with the Women’s Order in Berlin, and to encourage them 
in their ‘auxiliary work’. An important component of this which Goebbels did 
appreciate was the provision of nursing help for injured SA men. From January 
1929 he acceded to the Order’s request for its own newssheet, and this appeared 
as a fortnightly supplement in Der Angriff, entitled Heim und Welt, or Home and 
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World. The first issue’s leading article proclaimed that Home and World would 
‘not speak of rights, but of duties’. This was followed by a piece addressing that 
burning question for Nazi women, ‘Blonde or Dark?’ Urging women not to 
be sidetracked into too much concern with this, the article stressed that ‘the 
task of the woman’ was to create the National Socialist family.'” Goebbels, who 
certainly preferred blondes, took some pleasure from simply being amongst so 
many young women, and from the adulation of several. He developed closer 
relationships with a succession of young members of the Women’s Order, 
including Hannah Schneider, Jutta Lehmann, and Xenia von Engelhardt, but 
none of these developed beyond a hopeless infatuation. 





15. The leadership of the Nazi Party at a meeting in Weimar, 20 January 1929. Goebbels 
has made sure he is centrally positioned, next to Hitler. Second from right in the front row 
is Elsbeth Zander, the only woman in the group. Goebbels had only contempt for Zander, 
who was the leader of the Order of German Women, but on this day his attention was 
focused on Anka Stalherm, the first love of his life, who called on him during the meeting. 
He wrote: ‘Anka comes in the break. She is really enthusiastic about all these people.’ (TBJG, 
20 January 1929, TI, 1/IIL, p. 168.) 


Goebbels was still corresponding with Anka, and occasionally seeing her, and 
the contrast between this worldly, mature woman, and the girls of Zander’s 
Order was obvious to him. Frequently he wrote that knowing Anka had made 
it impossible for him to get on with other women. At Easter 1929 Anka and her 
husband Georg Mumme joined Goebbels and the Schweitzers for a brief holiday 
in the Harz mountains, but the whole episode was painful, frustrating, and 
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embarrassing for Goebbels.” In July 1929, Anka and her husband invited Goebbels 
to stay with them in Weimar. Goebbels recorded that one night during his brief 
stay Anka came to his bedroom at 2.00 a.m., and told him that her husband 
was not returning home that night. Unwilling to abuse his host’s hospitality 
(according to his own account), Goebbels told Anka that she must return to 
her own room. The next morning, after bidding them farewell at the station, 
Goebbels wrote: ‘Live well, both of you. I must leave you in all your tragedy and 
your nothingness. I have no time to give myself over to women.’™ 

Goebbels frequently used this rationalization, that he was too busy, as he 
wrestled with his continuing inability to form a lasting relationship with a 
woman. All around him, colleagues and contemporaries were getting married, 
some like Hans Schweitzer having children, while he remained single. Nor was 
it only female companionship which eluded him. Goebbels was at this time 
a profoundly lonely man. Although often in the company of others, at the 
centre of crowded events and gatherings, he had no real friends. He was still 
physically separate from the Party leadership in Munich, and from his hero Adolf 
Hitler. Indeed, he was contemptuous of those around Hitler, few of whom he 
thought rose above ‘beer hall level’. In Berlin, the nearest he had to a friend was 
Hans Schweitzer, who at least shared his radicalism, and his interest in the arts 
and music. But Schweitzer was now a married man with the responsibilities of 
fatherhood, and, for all that he thought him an illustrator of genius, Goebbels 
did not consider him as an intellectual equal. Night after night, as he worked in 
his bachelor flat, or as he travelled from one speaking engagement to another 
in the train, Goebbels felt his isolation. His health was often poor, not least as a 
result of his strenuous lifestyle. He was often in pain from his foot. Frequently, 
after working in the Party office all day, he would visit several sections around 
Berlin in the evening to check on progress and to whip up morale. He wrote 
constantly, for Der Angriffand for other Party newspapers. When he was speaking 
in other cities, he typically sat up late with local Party supporters, and travelled 
on the next day after only a few hours’ sleep. He was maintaining an extraor- 
dinarily demanding schedule. The Völkischer Beobachter produced a list of the 
Party’s main speakers in 1928: Goebbels had addressed 188 meetings, a figure 
exceeded by only two others.'° 

If Goebbels found solace in his work, it was also a constant source of worry 
to him. Above all he was alarmed by Hitler’s temporary rapprochement in the 
summer of 1929 with right-wing groups, like the veterans’ organization the 
Stahlhelm, and the Nationalist Party, led by the press baron Alfred Hugenberg. 
This shaky alliance was formed to campaign against the Young Plan, which had 
rescheduled Germany’s reparations payments. Goebbels gloried in the irrespon- 
sibility and clarity of pure opposition, and loathed the idea of any compromise, 
even with other nationalist groups. He was particularly sceptical about those he 
described as ‘bourgeois’, and was keenly aware that as Nazis became involved in 
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everyday politics, not only in the Reichstag, but in municipal and regional admin- 
istrations around Germany, there was a real temptation for them to abandon 
their revolutionary stance. He was fully aware of Hitler’s public commitment to 
legality, and he dutifully echoed this in the columns of Der Angriff, but actually 
steered a difficult course between street violence and electoral participation. In 
moments of solitude and doubt he even feared that Hitler was losing his way, 
and would be seduced into compromise. He wrote long letters to him, some of 
which went unanswered, and he fretted about the influence of the sycophants 
around him in Munich. He even voiced criticism in his diary. In March 1929 he 
wrote: ‘The Chief, as ever, is not available, and avoids any decision.’!% A few weeks 
later he wrote: ‘No word from Hitler, although I have questioned him urgently 
about the matter of the Stahlhelm. That is somewhat lazy.’”” 

Even though Hitler was after September 1928 permitted to speak in public, he 
still came only infrequently to Berlin, and Goebbels saw little of him. When he 
did, all his doubts were overcome, and his veneration for ‘the Chief’ was renewed. 


16. Goebbels speaking 
in Bad Freienwalde, 
13 October 1929. In 
the ‘time of struggle’ 
Goebbels frequently 
gave speeches in the 
open air, without 
any amplification. 
On this occasion 
he wrote: ‘I spoke 
in the overflowing 
marketplace. Speaking 
out in the open always 
makes one terribly 
hoarse.’ (TBJG, 14 
October 1929, TI, 1/III, 
p. 348.) 
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Goebbels’ total dependence on the still distant figure of Hitler is illustrated by an 
incident in September 1929, when, just as he was about to address a packed hall 
in Breslau, he was handed a telegram, apparently signed by Rosenberg, stating 
baldly that Hitler had been fatally injured in an accident. Unable to proceed, 
Goebbels left the platform to telephone Munich. For half an hour he waited, 
‘the most terrible time that I have yet lived through’, before being reassured 
that Hitler was alive and well. The telegram was a hoax. Although Goebbels 
returned to the meeting and spoke for two hours in an emotional atmosphere, 
he could not recover his equilibrium. ‘I am unable to sleep the whole night. 
Now for the first time I realize what Hitler is to me and to the movement: 
Everything! Everything!’'® 

In fact, the Party’s commitment to elections provided Goebbels with the 
perfect opportunity for the kind of political activity he excelled in, frequent 
public meetings, often with Communist opponents present. Communal elections 
for Berlin were held in November 1929, and Goebbels used these to stir up a 
violent and feverish atmosphere. His still small Nazi movement was not the 
most pressing public order issue confronting the Berlin police. They had been 
confronted in early May 1929 with several days’ of street fighting, in which 33 
people were killed and hundreds injured, in Communist districts of the city, and 
now had to protect Nazi meetings from violent disruption, an irony not lost 
on Goebbels.” In September 1929, he and his driver were set upon by an angry 
crowd of workers after an SA march in the working-class district of Neukölln, 
and only just managed to escape after Tonak was hit by a stone. Subsequent Nazi 
propaganda alleged, not implausibly, that shots were fired at them.” 

In preparation for the communal elections, Berlin was saturated with Nazi 
posters, flyers, and announcements. Sales of Der Angriff were slowly rising, and 
dozens of meetings were held in a frenzy of propagandistic activity. Goebbels 
had no particular policy programme for Berlin, but made it abundantly plain 
that the Nazis viewed this, as other local elections, as just one step on the road 
to power. Once in power, beyond the establishment of a dictatorship and vague 
promises to rebuild a national community, or Volksgemeinschaft, there was again 
no specific programme. The results, announced on 18 November 1929, were 
hugely encouraging. The Nazis polled 132,000 votes in Berlin, compared to only 
39,000 in May 1928. These regional elections are overlooked in many general 
histories, but this was a critical point in the Party’s history. Dietrich Orlow notes 
that ‘Almost overnight, the local elections of 1929 brought the NSDAP to national 
political prominence.’”! Goebbels was one of 13 Nazis appointed to the Berlin 
municipal council, an activity he treated with the same calculated indifference 
that he displayed towards his Reichstag membership. 

Although Goebbels did not comment in his diary on the Wall Street crash 
just before the November elections, its effects were quickly apparent in Berlin 
and in Germany. The numbers of unemployed rose rapidly, and government at 
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all levels was forced to cut spending. Conditions for the poor, and above all for 
the unemployed, were desperate. Goebbels shared the sense of crisis, and it was 
heightened for him by the death of his father in Rheydt in December 1929. In 
his diary Goebbels sanctified this in the language he now habitually used for 
SA men killed or wounded by political opponents: ‘He was a complete man. A 
good fellow! A man of duty. A fanatic for work. A berserker in the execution of 
his tasks, however small they were.’ Goebbels wrote that at the funeral, while 
his sister Maria and his mother wept unrestrainedly, ‘I hold myself strong.’ Later, 
Goebbels revisited the grave with his mother: ‘My father now sleeps a long 
sleep under flowers and wreaths after a life full of work and duty.’ For all these 
sentimental outpourings, Goebbels’ relationship with his father had long been 
difficult and distant, and Goebbels had frequently before described his father 
as a ‘petty-bourgeois and a philistine’. Coincidentally, Goebbels met Else Janke 
after the funeral, and she asked him whether he often thought of her. He wrote: 
‘T lied and said yes. She has not changed at all. Still as dainty and tender as 
back then.’” 

His father’s death brought home to Goebbels a keen sense of his own isolation, 
and a personal dimension to his perception of the growing crisis engulfing the 
country. Even as the Party began to improve its electoral showing, he feared that 
it was losing its way internally. Throughout the winter of 1928-29 Goebbels 
was preoccupied by possible developments in the world of Nazi newspapers. He 
had plans for Der Angriff to appear as a daily paper in Berlin, but knew also of 
plans by his arch enemy, Otto Strasser, to issue his own daily, using the presses 
of the Kampfverlag. Again and again Goebbels pressed Hitler to sanction his 
scheme and to disavow Strasser’s, but Hitler hesitated. He had as far back as 
March 1929 offered Goebbels the post of Reich Propaganda Leader,” but had not 
yet finalized this, or announced it to the Party. Goebbels had to try to plan for 
practical eventualities, such as whether he would need to take a flat in Munich 
and to spend time there regularly, without being absolutely certain that the job 
was his.” 

After spending Christmas at home with his grieving family, Goebbels 
returned to isolation in wintry Berlin, and tried to deal with all these issues 
in an atmosphere of growing tension. His sense of the presence of death was 
heightened by further events. On 28 December 1929 he attended the funeral of 
Werner Wessel, a young SA man who had died in a skiing accident. Five hundred 
uniformed comrades marched past carrying torches. Goebbels ‘could hardly 
speak’.”° On 14 January Werner’s elder brother Horst was shot in the face by 
Communists who entered his flat. Horst Wessel was a pastor’s son and former 
student who had abandoned his studies to take up the Nazi cause, becoming an 
SA Sturmfiihrer (the title given to the leader of an SA squad or ‘storm’). Wessel had, 
rather in the manner of Goebbels himself, been particularly aggressive in leading 
incursions into Communist territory and giving inflammatory speeches in an 
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atmosphere of confrontation. Wessel had impressed Goebbels with his ‘fanatical 
idealism’, and Goebbels felt a keen sense of personal involvement as soon as he 
heard of the shooting. On four occasions he visited the hospital where Wessel 
languished before dying on 23 February.” Goebbels had frequently to console 
Wessel’s mother, distraught at the loss of a second son, and realized immediately 
that he had before him the prototypical martyr of the movement. 

Goebbels directed all his propaganda methods onto the mythologization of 
Horst Wessel. He described him as a ‘Christ-socialist’ in Der Angriff, and presented 
there a narrative of Wessel’s life which explicitly drew on the tropes of the 
Passion.”’ In one of several emotional articles, Goebbels wrote that Wessel 
was one who ‘through his death, called out “Come to me and I will bring you 
redemption”’.”® Shortly after Wessel’s death Goebbels was given his ‘political 
diary’ by Wessel’s mother, and this provided him with copy for further articles 
in Der Angriff. Wessel had left another testimony in the form of a song, Die 
Fahne hoch (The Flag Held High). This hymn-like march song, which became the 
anthem of Nazi Germany, the Horst-Wessel-Lied, had in fact been adopted by the 
Berlin SA months before Wessel’s death. Like many Nazi songs, it was an existing 
tune with new words. Earlier in September 1929 Goebbels had been sufficiently 
struck by the song at a meeting to make a special note,” and he took to using its 
first line, ‘Die Fahne hoch!’, as an expression of commitment in his diary, and at 
the end of articles in Der Angriff, rather as years before he had written ‘Sieg und 
Heil”? The song was printed in Der Angriff in September 1929, and its popularity 
quickly spread outside Berlin. It was sung at the set-piece of Wessel’s funeral 
on 1 March 1930, a turbulent ceremony conducted amongst large crowds of 
hostile Communists. On the same day, the words of the song were printed on 
the front page of the Völkischer Beobachter, under the title ‘Horst Wessel’s greeting 
to the coming Germany’.*! This was the song Goebbels had been looking for 
which could act as an anthem for the movement. With its four-square tempo it 
worked as a marching song; emotionally it combined a degree of solemnity with 
triumphalism, which made it perfect for Nazi ceremonies. It could be performed 
effectively by voices alone, but gained in power if accompanied by a military 
band or a full orchestra. By May 1930 it had become part of Nazi ritual to close 
every meeting with a communal rendering of Wessel’s song. 

Goebbels saw in Wessel’s funeral a huge opportunity for propaganda, and was 
genuinely dismayed by Hitler’s decision not to come to Berlin to take part. He was 
further incensed by Communists who had daubed ‘A last greeting to the pimp 
Horst Wessel’ in large white letters on a wall of the cemetery, and tried to prevent 
the funeral cortége from reaching its destination. The graffiti referred to Wessel’s 
girlfriend; according to the Communists a working prostitute, according to the 
Nazis a reformed woman. Hitler was meanwhile relaxing in the mountain air on 
the Obersalzberg, and Goebbels was forcibly struck by the contrast between this 
behaviour and the tense situation in Berlin. It came at a point of unprecedented 
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disillusion. Despite all Goebbels’ scheming, and a thinly veiled warning published 
in Der Angriff,” Otto Strasser had started to publish his new daily newspaper, the 
National Socialist, on the same day as Wessel’s funeral, and used it to advocate a 
more left-wing course. Goebbels saw this as a direct threat to his own position 
and an open challenge to Hitler’s leadership. He desperately urged Hitler to 
intervene and to forbid the paper or to expel Strasser from the Party. As Hitler 
temporized, Goebbels became more and more exasperated. Several entries in 
his diary catalogue his feelings. On 2 March 1920 he wrote: ‘I am very sceptical 
whether [Hitler] will not, as ever, avoid the issue’.** Two weeks later he was more 
vehement: ‘Munich, including the Chief, has lost all credit with me. I don’t 
believe them any more. Hitler has - for whatever reasons, it doesn’t matter 
— broken his word to me five times.’ On 28 March he wrote: ‘Hitler has in this 
matter alone [the Strasser newspaper] already broken his word on four occasions. 
I don’t believe him at all any more.’** 

Finally, on 27 April, Goebbels was invited to Munich with other leaders, and 
saw the issue resolved. Hitler had finally decided to force a breach with Otto 
Strasser and to communicate this to the Party leadership. His brother Gregor had 
opted to side with Hitler, and listened ‘with a guilty conscience’ while Hitler 
announced his decision. At the end of the meeting, Hitler announced Goebbels’ 
appointment as Reich Propaganda Leader with immediate effect to ‘a breathless 
silence’. Confident in his belief that Otto Strasser at least would be thrown 
out of the Party and his paper closed down, Goebbels returned to Berlin in an 
exultant mood. After the crisis of the past few months, he felt the intoxication of 
success.’ He had, he recorded, pursued a four-year struggle against Otto Strasser.*° 
In fact, Hitler still waited, and it was not until 30 June that he ordered Goebbels 
to carry out an ‘unrestrained purification’ of the Party, in other words to expel 
Strasser and his supporters.? Otto Strasser and a handful of his followers saved 
Goebbels the trouble by resigning on 4 July. Gregor Strasser distanced himself 
from his brother, who formed an organization called the ‘Black Front’, which 
attracted little support.** 

Through the summer of 1930, Goebbels remained doubtful about Hitler, and 
privately criticized his leadership methods. The contrast between Hitler’s leisurely 
and self-indulgent lifestyle in and around Munich contrasted too blatantly with 
the embattled mood in the Party’s Berlin office, and on the city streets. Goebbels 
had during the months of crisis, found if not a friend, at least a companion. He 
had come to spend more time with fellow Reichstag member Hermann Goring 
and his Swedish wife Carin, and he warmed to both. After his election to the 
Reichstag in 1928, Goring, who had no official position within the Party, had 
taken on a renewed public role, and became a frequent speaker at Goebbels’ 
meetings in Berlin. He consistently took Goebbels’ side in the conflict with 
Otto Strasser, and Goebbels came to value Göring’s companionship. Sometimes 
he met with Göring and other former flyers, and he was thrilled by their tales 
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of First World War adventure. Through Göring, Goebbels was introduced to 
members of the aristocracy, and although he still felt a residual hostility to the 
rich, he was increasingly tempted by the pleasures of relaxation in comfortable 
surroundings. In April 1930, Goebbels travelled with the Görings to Sweden for 
a brief holiday. He thoroughly enjoyed this excursion but was unimpressed by 
the Swedish Nazis he was introduced to. He was fascinated by the ‘divine blonde 
women’, but less impressed by the Swedish men, whom he thought ‘too blond 
to be clever’. Watching the changing of the guard outside the royal palace in 
Stockholm, he thought the Swedish cavalry lacked the precision of the Prussians. 
At a social gathering he had an argument with one officer, whom he felt had the 
characteristics of many Swedish men. Goebbels summarized this as ‘German on 
the outside, half-Jewish inside.’*? 

Conversely, as Germany plunged into economic chaos, the lifestyle of the 
Nazi elite became strikingly more luxurious. The Party was beginning to attract 
substantial funds from businessmen, and on 2 May 1930, just after Hitler’s 
purchase of the so-called ‘Brown House’ in Munich, Goebbels moved his Party 
office into substantial new premises in Berlin’s Hedemannstrasse. The day before, 
he, Göring, and Tonak travelled to Leipzig to take possession of a new seven- 
seat Mercedes Kompressor, bought by the Party in Bamberg and sent to Leipzig 
on a railway flatcar. The car, wrote Goebbels, was ‘like a poem’, ‘a sleek bitch’.*° 
Over the next few months the ‘glorious Kompressor’*! was to transport Goebbels 
to dozens of election meetings, and to towns all over Germany. In ‘a massive 
political blunder’,*? Heinrich Brüning’s government decided on 18 July to risk 
calling new Reichstag elections, providing the Nazis with the opportunity to 
present themselves as the only party able to save Germany in a time of crisis. 

Goebbels had now been involved in running election campaigns for several 
years, and put all his accumulated experience to use in the Reichstag elections of 
September 1930. He still concentrated on public speaking, and on journalism. 
These activities, coupled with the preparation of posters and placards, took up 
the bulk of his time. He travelled only infrequently to Munich to coordinate 
the propaganda campaign nationwide. He was fairly impressed by his secretary, 
Heinrich Himmler, and enjoyed the opportunity to see Hitler, but he was sickened 
by the petty-bourgeois provincialism of the circle which surrounded him. He 
particularly loathed having to sit for hours every afternoon amongst the ‘horrible 
philistines’ in the Café Heck. Away from Munich, as in previous campaigns, 
Goebbels threw himself into public speaking, but now he was buoyed up by the 
sense that the masses were at last coming around. In town after town he spoke 
to meetings which were completely sold out. The Party paid 500 marks for a 
special flight to take him to speak in distant Königsberg on 6 September. On 10 
September Goebbels stage-managed a rally in the Berlin Sportpalast which was 
attended by over 100,000. Snatching sleep where and when he could, Goebbels 
addressed crowds across Germany, claiming a record when he addressed seven 
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separate meetings in Berlin on 12 September. His early estimate that the Nazis 
might get 40 Reichstag seats began to appear cautious, and shortly before the poll 
he was estimating that they would get 250,000 votes in Berlin alone.“ 

The Reichstag was not sitting before the elections, and Goebbels had therefore 
temporarily lost his immunity from prosecution. Several court cases were brought 
against him, mainly on charges of libel or of inciting violence against the state 
authorities. In one case he was accused of libelling the former Prussian Interior 
Minister Grzesinski in Der Angriff, by suggesting that he was a Jew, but he managed 
to get the judgement against him postponed.*° Goebbels oscillated between fear 
that he would be arrested and imprisoned, a yearning for martyrdom, and more 
prosaically, the rest that imprisonment might bring. He revelled in the publicity 
and notoriety court cases brought him, and escaped in every case either with 
an acquittal or a fine which he could easily meet. Two cases illuminate the 
relationship between Goebbels and the legal system particularly well. The first 
arose from an article in Der Angriff on 29 December 1929, entitled ‘Is Hindenburg 
still alive’, attacking the President for having signed the Young Plan. It was 
accompanied by a cartoon which depicted Hindenburg as a Teutonic god looking 
down with indifference on a German nation in bondage. Following this Goebbels 
was charged with libelling the Reich President, but the case was abandoned 
until May 1930, when Goebbels’ immunity was lifted. On 31 May Goebbels 
was found guilty and fined 800 marks, although the prosecution had earlier 
asked for a sentence of nine months’ imprisonment. Goebbels gave a speech in 
his defence lasting one and a half hours, in which he argued that he had not 
attacked Hindenburg as a Field Marshal or as an individual, but had criticized 
his authority as a politician. Goebbels’ described the judgement of the court, 
which stated that he should not be imprisoned because he had acted from 
conviction, as a ‘speech in defence’ of him. The Times in London, reporting on 
the case, described how police outside the court could hardly keep a turbulent 
crowd under control. Goebbels, who thought he had been ‘fabulously in form’ 
described the whole event as a ‘a day of celebration’, and in one of his favourite 
phrases, as ‘a victory right down the line’.* 

In June 1930 the Supreme Reich Court in Leipzig instigated a charge of high 
treason against Goebbels. This was potentially far more serious than a libel 
case, but the prosecutor in Leipzig attempted unwisely to base the charge on 
Goebbels’ reported statements to a Party meeting in Munich back in June 1927, 
and specifically on his alleged threat that if 120,000 Nazis were to march in 
Berlin, they would not leave the city as they found it. Goebbels was called 
in for examination on 31 July in Berlin, and noted that the judge was ‘very 
respectful’. He thought that the authorities were ‘completely crazy’ to expect 
him to remember details of what he had said in 1927, and thus provide them 
with ammunition.” In August the judge in Leipzig looking at the case wrote to 
the Munich police to ask if there was a record of this alleged statement, but they 
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replied that the record of the meeting was derived from a confidential source who 
could not be exposed. The police in Munich then looked for another witness, 
and examined, of all people, Hermann Esser, one of Hitler’s closest associates in 
Munich. Given that Goebbels despised Esser, and had frequently been critical 
of him, it speaks for Esser’s sense of Party loyalty that he told the police on 2 
September 1930 that although he had indeed attended the meeting, he could not 
remember Goebbels’ exact words. He denied that Goebbels had made the alleged 
statement, and asserted that he was willing to testify to this under oath. Four 
months later the court in Leipzig was still pursuing the matter with the Munich 
police, who repeated that they could not supply evidence which would stand 
up in court. By this time Goebbels’ was once again immune from prosecution 
as a Reichstag deputy.** 

Reading the documents left over from this failed endeavour, several questions 
arise. Why did the Supreme Court act so slowly? Why did it try to base its case 
against Goebbels on alleged statements from 1927 when he had since then 
orally and in print delivered many threats which were equally, if not more 
inflammatory? Why, when they needed a witness, did they choose a dedicated 
Nazi who was, to say the least, unlikely to provide incriminating evidence against 
Goebbels? Why was it considered more important to protect the anonymity 
of one police informer then to prosecute someone like Goebbels, who by this 
time presented a significant danger to the Republic? It is difficult to escape the 
conclusion that the legal authorities were both lacking in determination and in 
competence. There is also a wider context to consider. Numerous writers have 
noted how the whole judiciary in Germany was unsympathetic to the Republic, 
and actually felt a loyalty to the now-disappeared Empire. Individual judges 
were typically conservative nationalists far more concerned with the political 
threat posed by Communism than by the Nazis. Between 1919 and 1933 the 
courts of the Weimar Republic were notorious for their lenient treatment of 
political murderers, even acquitting some who confessed to their crimes. They 
were similarly lax with the thousands of cases of high treason which came 
before them.” 

Only days before the elections, Goebbels faced a crisis in Berlin which scared 
him far more than the futile efforts of the law, the ‘Stennes Putsch’. The SA 
in Berlin had grown into a turbulent organization, with thousands of unruly 
members led by ex-captain Walther Stennes. For months Goebbels and Stennes 
had argued about the status and function of the SA, and over its financing. 
Although Goebbels retained a certain reverence for men who had fought in the 
war, he was no soldier himself, and his frequent quarrels with Stennes led to 
dismissive remarks in his diary about the narrow-mindedness of the ‘military 
men’. As the elections approached, Stennes wanted influence over the selection 
of candidates for the Party election list, a matter Goebbels considered should be 
reserved for the political leadership. Finally, the tension came to a head while 
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Goebbels was away from Berlin. On 27 August, Goebbels, then in Dresden, heard 
that some of Stennes’ men were threatening to rebel, and to ransack the new 
Party office in Berlin. He appears to have been genuinely frightened by this, 
and for a few days the spectacle of disintegration confronted him. Desperately, 
he telephoned Munich for help, knowing that Hitler’s intervention would be 
necessary to resolve the crisis. Goebbels had in many respects a strong relationship 
with ordinary SA men, and he depended on them utterly for personal protection, 
particularly in Berlin, where he was now an easily recognized figure, liable to be 
attacked at any time by Communists. 

Hitler was not initially available, and when finally roused, he told Goebbels 
he could not come to Berlin. Goebbels had to return and confront the situation 
himself. He held long talks with Stennes, and believing that matters were at least 
temporarily settled, rushed off to Breslau for further speeches. Here he heard 
that a group of SA men had indeed wrecked the Party office in Berlin while he 
was away, injuring two SS men who tried to defend the premises. Now Hitler 
did agree to come to Berlin, and after a series of meetings, he and Goebbels were 
able to win over the disgruntled SA. Stennes agreed to respect Hitler’s leadership, 
and the unruly men came to heel. A few days later, Goebbels, who had been 
going anxiously from one SA section to another in Berlin, had to address the 
group which had wrecked his offices, leaving pools of blood on the floor in his 
own room.” 

Neither the Stennes Putsch nor the earlier departure of Otto Strasser damaged 
the wider Nazi cause, despite the efforts of the Communists to get supporters of 
both Strasser and Stennes to come over to their side.°' The election results on 14 
September 1930 changed the political landscape of Germany. The Nazi Party polled 
over 6 million votes, giving them 107 deputies in the Reichstag, the second largest 
group behind the Social Democrats. From being a fringe group, the Nazis became 
a significant factor in national politics. Their huge success attracted attention 
all over the world, and foreign journalists flocked to Germany to interview the 
Nazi leaders. It was, wrote Goebbels, the reward for four years of work.” ‘The 
Volk arises!’ was the triumphant headline in the Völkischer Beobachter. Although 
jubilant, Goebbels was not carried away. Over the next few months Hitler had 
his first power-broking conversations with Heinrich Briining, the Chancellor of 
the Republic, and through his new press secretary Ernst Hanfstaengl, interviews 
with the world’s press. He recalled Ernst Röhm from Bolivia in November 1930 
to lead the SA, and through him began to court the leaders of the small German 
army permitted by the Versailles Treaty, the Reichswehr. He extended his links 
with industrialists, and had his first meeting with the former President of the 
Reichsbank, Hjalmar Schacht. Hitler also took the opportunity as a witness in 
a case before the Supreme Court in Leipzig shortly after the elections to make 
long speeches in which he declared, under oath, his commitment to a path of 
legality. The case had been brought against three army officers who were Nazis, 


114 Joseph Goebbels 


and were accused of preparing high treason. It was the perfect opportunity to 
soothe the fears ofthe military and political classes, but although Hitler declared 
his commitment to legality in order to gain power, he made no secret of his less 
peaceful intentions once that goal had been achieved. For the second time in 
his career, speeches given in court were publicized nationally and internation- 
ally, including his statement that ‘If our movement is victorious in its legal 
struggle, then there will be a German State Court and November 1918 will find 
its atonement, and heads will roll.’°* 

For Goebbels, the elections of September 1930 also brought changes. He too 
moved into a far more public light. He also attended the court case in Leipzig, 
and made his own comment on the path of legality afterwards, in conversation 
with one of the accused officers: ‘I think this oath is a stroke of genius. What will 
our brothers do about us after that? They have only to wait now until they are 
sent packing. Now we are strictly legal.’*> On 5 January 1931 he took part in a 
meeting with Hitler, Göring, Schacht and the industrialist Fritz Thyssen. Schacht 
later recorded that Goebbels kept virtually silent, but he was certainly observing 
carefully, and made detailed notes in his diary. He was greatly impressed by 
Thyssen, but not by Schacht. Although Wilhelm Frick was appointed ‘fraction 
leader’ of the 107 Nazi Reichstag deputies, Goebbels actually played a more 
important role.’” When the Reichstag convened on 13 October, the Nazis made 
an ominous statement. Shortly after the session was opened, they all walked out 
of the debating chamber, leaving Goebbels alone to act as an observer. The others 
then returned, in brown-shirted uniforms, in defiance of the rule prohibiting the 
wearing of uniforms." Outside, turbulent crowds shouted and sang; hundreds of 
windows of Jewish-owned shops were broken. In his diary Goebbels wrote: ‘The 
revolution is on the march.’™ He celebrated the ‘One Hundred and Seven’ in Der 
Angriff, and over the next few months took every opportunity to obstruct the 
proceedings of the Reichstag. In February 1931 Goebbels gave a long speech there 
in which he publicly stated his view of legality. ‘According to the constitution, 
we are only bound to the legality of the way, but not to the legality of the goal. 
We want to conquer power legally, but what we will start with that power, once 
we possess it, that is our affair.’*! 

Goebbels also spent time on the reorganization of his office, and in changing 
its staff. He was preoccupied with finance, and with finding the money for his 
campaigning. He worked hard to get Der Angriff published as a daily, and fretted 
constantly about the situation with the SA. He also began to conceptualize 
and work on the book later published as The Struggle for Berlin, which he 
intriguingly described as a ‘novel’. Unfortunately many historians have taken 
this romanticized narrative of the Nazi movement in Berlin as a historical record. 
Goebbels also gave many speeches to groups of Nazi functionaries. The Party had 
started to expand massively, with a wave of new entrants. All the Party’s groupings 
were growing rapidly, and demanded larger organizational structures. 
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Goebbels was now acquiring, internationally, the reputation as a ‘fiery orator’,“ 
uniquely able to raise a crowd into a frenzy, which he has had ever since. He 
spoke regularly to audiences of thousands, and had made the Berlin Sportpalast 
his favoured venue. One of many who heard Hitler and Goebbels for the first 
time at this point was Albert Speer, then a young architect, and he later recorded 
his memory of both events. Speer was greatly impressed by the sober speech 
Hitler delivered to students at Berlin University, and subsequently went with 
friends to 


a demonstration at the Sportpalast. Goebbels, the Gauleiter of Berlin, spoke. 
How different my impression was: much phrase-making, careful structure, 
and incisive formulations; a roaring crowd whom Goebbels whipped up to 
a wilder and wilder frenzies of enthusiasm and hatred; a witches’ cauldron 
of excitement. 


Although Speer claims to have been repelled by this spectacle, he joined the 
Party the next day.“ Goebbels’ diary account of the same meeting suggests 
that Speer may not have exaggerated. Goebbels wrote that he had spoken in 
a ‘breathless silence’ for over two hours, before ending his speech in ‘storms 
of excitement’. He described how afterwards the crowd poured out into the 
Potsdamer Strasse, ‘as if they were crazy, storming through the traffic. It has 
never been as wild as this before’.° 

Goebbels was treading a fine line along the path of legality, reluctant to 
abandon the habits of confrontation he had acquired over the past few years. 
As he struggled to reform the SA in Berlin after the September crisis, he found 
himself often in sympathy with Stennes, and with other militants in the Party. He 
still celebrated bloody encounters in the street between Nazis and Communists, 
and sought to incite his followers. On 6 December 1930 he led the notorious 
disruption of the showing of the anti-war film Im Westen nichts Neues (All Quiet 
on the Western Front), an event followed by several days of violent demonstrations 
in central Berlin, before the film was withdrawn on 12 December. Describing the 
showing of the film as ‘Jewish provocation’, Goebbels triumphantly portrayed 
the Nazi protesters in Der Angriff as ‘the bearers of state morality’.®° He still 
travelled to Munich every few weeks to supervise the coordination of the national 
propaganda effort, but he loathed the atmosphere around Hitler and resisted the 
impulse to move there. In November 1930 he was given 15,000 marks by the 
Party treasurer, Xavier Schwartz, which he used to buy a handsome apartment 
in Steglitz, to the south of the city centre in Berlin.” On New Year’s Day 1931 he 
moved in, and here he enjoyed entertaining, hosting gatherings of Nazi leaders, 
and of the high society they were now mixing with. Goebbels was attracting the 
attention of several young women, several of whom helped him to furnish his 
new home, complete with a ‘glorious’ grand piano.® 
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There was a far more important change in Goebbels’ life after the September 
elections. On 7 November 1930 he wrote: 


Yesterday: morning, midday, afternoon, meetings. Frau Hella Koch spoke about 
the National Socialist theatres. A beautiful, blonde, intelligent woman. Modern 
and aggressive. I liked her ... 

At home: reading, dictation. Once again to the office. A beautiful woman 
by the name of Quandt is setting up a new private archive for me. 


This is the first mention of Magda Quandt in his diary, and ironically, it is 
immediately followed by a longer comment on another worker of longer standing 
in his office: 


Fr. Ilse Stahl helped me on into the evening on the corrections for the 
conversation with Piscator. And she - stays then until 6.00 this morning. A 
wonderful, good, beautiful, affectionate girl. And in that way quite innocent. 
I like her very much. And think about her all morning.‘ 


Despite this interest in Hella Koch and in Ilse Stahl, over the next few weeks, 
Goebbels developed a relationship with Magda Quandt which was quite different 
from all those he had previously conducted with women. He wrote about her 
next on 14 November: 


Yesterday afternoon the beautiful Frau Quandt was with me and helped to 
sort out the photos.” 


As well as Ilse Stahl, several other women were helping Goebbels with personal 
matters at this time. There is a clear suggestion, in the bracketed numbers 
included in his diary, that his relations with some of these women were sexual. 
On 7 December he wrote: 


Yesterday ... Spent the evening with Olga Forster. She is a sweet abandoned 
woman. And loves me madly. (1.2.)7! 


It appears that he had sex again - three times - with Förster, who was due to get 
married to the writer Arnolt Bronnen, as he wrote on 12 December: 


Yesterday ... A pleasant evening with Olga F. She is very unhappy with Bronnen, 
but she is a rational and lovely girl. (3.4.5.)” 


A few weeks later there is a series of entries referring to Magda Quandt. On 28 
January 1931: 
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Frau Quandt came to prepare the archive with me at home. She is a very 
beautiful woman. 


1 February: 
Yesterday afternoon Frau Quandt was there at work [in my flat]. She is in fact 
a fabulous woman, and I really wish that she loved me. 


15 February: 

Yesterday ... Magda Quandt comes in the evening. And stays a very long time. 
And blossoms in an enchanting blonde sweetness. How you are my queen! 
(1) A beautiful, beautiful woman! I will love you very much. 


19 February: 

At home. Magda Quandt comes. To a perfect, beautiful evening. She is a 
glorious woman and gives me peace and completion. I am very grateful for 
that. Beautiful Magda!” 


Goebbels now invited Magda to Party events with him, and they travelled to 
Weimar on 21 February for a meeting. Goebbels’ account of the visit is interspersed 
with comments about her: 


Saturday ... Magda is blissful. Such a beautiful woman, worthy of love! ... 
Magda looks fabulous. 

Sunday ... Until late at night I sit alone, together with Magda Quandt. She is 
a rapturously beautiful, lovely and good woman, and she loves me beyond 
measure ... Berlin! Magda is beautiful and dreamy. I love her.” 


From early in the relationship, Goebbels and Magda quarrelled. On 26 February 
he wrote: 


With Magda Qu. to eat and to the Car Exhibition. She wants to buy a new car 
but can’t yet decide. At home we had the first argument over a thoughtless 
word from me. She writes me a note of departure and leaves crying. Always 
the old song! I see now how beautiful she is and how much I love her!”° 


It appears they were quickly reconciled, and the relationship deepened through 
March 1931, with Goebbels several times marking sex with her in his diary. 
Magda Quandt was a 28-year-old divorcee, formerly married to Günther 
Quandt, a businessman who had made millions of marks from selling material 
for army uniforms in the First World War.’ They had a nine-year-old son, Harald, 
whom Goebbels met on 12 March. Goebbels wrote that Harald was ‘Quite blond 
and somewhat cheeky. But I like that.” Magda was living at this time with 
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Harald in an expensive flat in the Reichskanzlerplatz, in the heart of Berlin, on 
a generous allowance settled on her by Günther Quandt. She was by all accounts 
an intelligent and beautiful woman. She was also a musician. There has been 
endless speculation about why she fell in love with Goebbels, but there is no 
doubt that the two of them shared much more than a strong sexual attraction. 
Very quickly they developed a shared lifestyle. Magda had the charisma to make 
an impression wherever she went, and clearly enjoyed being part of Nazi Party 
activities, from seeing unemployed SA men to attending functions as a dignitary. 
All accounts of Goebbels in this period mention the presence of his beautiful 
consort. The society columnist Bella Fromm’s comment on first meeting Magda 
is typical: 


Tonight at the ball, Magda was lovely. No jewels except the string of pearls 
around her neck. Her golden hair owes nothing to any drugstore or chemist. 
It, too, is real. Her big eyes, iridescent and ranging from dark blue to steel gray, 
radiate icy determination and inordinate ambition.” 


Goebbels delighted in having an elegant, articulate woman alongside him, and, 
importantly, she was in complete accord with his political ideas. 

When they did quarrel, it was about Magda’s past. When she first met Goebbels, 
she was still involved with another lover, who became intensely jealous of 
Goebbels. Knowledge of this and other previous affairs cast what Goebbels called 
a ‘shadow’ over the relationship, and Magda was assertive on several critical 
occasions early in their time together. The first was in April 1931, when the 
tension between Hitler’s public commitment to ‘legality’ and the violent, con- 
frontational approach still pursued by Goebbels came to a head. Since September 
1930, Goebbels had tried to restrain the frustration of the SA in Berlin, but the 
dispute had taken on new dimensions. Stennes resented bitterly the imposition 
of Ernst Röhm as commander of the SA in January 1931, not least because he 
thought Röhm a homosexual. Goebbels, who had highly reactionary views about 
sexuality, had also picked up the rumours about Röhm. On 27 February he wrote 
in his diary: ‘Nauseating! Hitler also lets that go too easily. The Party should not 
be an Eldorado for homosexuality. I will fight against that with all my power.’” 
As Stennes’ complaints became more voluble, Goebbels decided, nonetheless, 
as he had at Bamberg in 1926, to stay on Hitler’s side. On 6 March he wrote: 
‘I will support Stennes in the justified demands of the SA. Against that, I will 
fight as sharply as possible against any Putsch against the Party or Hitler.’ As in 
September 1930, the crisis came when Goebbels was away from Berlin. 

On 28 March 1931 Briining issued an emergency decree limiting the public 
activities of political parties, and Hitler immediately ordered compliance with 
this in the Völkischer Beobachter. Stennes and a group of his supporters decided to 
protest, and while Goebbels was in Weimar with Hitler and other leaders, Stennes’ 
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men occupied the Party offices in Berlin on Good Friday. He was apparently 
joined there by the renegade Otto Strasser.®! As soon as he heard of this rebellion 
Goebbels, who had privately written that compliance with this legality ‘made 
him want to be sick’,®? decided to ‘stand loyally with Hitler ... The movement 
is above everything. The SA must obey.’*? The next few days were a time of 
intense crisis for Goebbels. With his own offices in Berlin occupied, he had to 
travel with Hitler to Munich, where he stayed for the next five days, while Hitler 
denounced Stennes and his supporters, and called for loyalty to the Party, and of 
course to himself. While in Munich, Goebbels heard that Göring, still in Berlin, 
had sought to take ‘full power’ in Goebbels’ absence. ‘I’ll never forget that of 
Göring’, he wrote bitterly.** Two factors were decisive in steadying Goebbels’ 
nerves: first, Hitler constantly and publicly assured him of his support, and thus 
rejected Göring’s suggestion that he assume control in Berlin while Goebbels was 
absent. Hitler renewed Goebbels’ ‘full powers’ as Gauleiter of Berlin, giving him 
authority to purge the Berlin SA, and he published an appeal for loyalty in the 
Völkischer Beobachter on 4 April. Second, Magda Quandt rushed to Munich to 
be with Goebbels, and her personal support at this time of crisis made a lasting 
impression upon him. He wrote: ‘She stood loyally by my side in the difficult 
days. I will never forget that of her.’ On 7 April Magda had to leave, and later 
that night, Goebbels separately took the train back to Berlin. 

He had developed a fever, and when he arrived in Berlin, he went straight to 
bed. Over the next few days, running a high temperature, and with an aching 
head, Goebbels had to try to pick up the pieces of his authority in Berlin. He 
was consumed by anxiety about Magda - despite her show of loyalty in Munich 
— and he telephoned her dozens of times, but could not make contact. Magda 
was in fact seeing her former lover at the Quandt family estate in Severin, in rural 
Mecklenburg. Goebbels heard nothing from her, and felt deserted; in his diary 
his feelings for her fluctuated between intense longing and bitter reproach. The 
feeling of isolation only compounded his deepening contempt for all around 
him. Finally, Magda telephoned on 12 April, and told him that she had finally 
parted with her lover, who had lost all reason and shot at her with a pistol. 
Goebbels and Magda met the next day, and although Magda explained all her 
difficulties with her family, and with her lover, Goebbels was still reproachful: ‘I 
am somewhat unfair to her. But she ought to have come to me, when I was ill. 
She departs in tears. This evening we will see each other again.’ 

Before seeing Magda again, Goebbels had to go to his office in Hedemannstrasse. 
Even though it had been tidied up, and the SA men outside were ‘standing 
straight’, it was a sorrowful experience. Later he briefly saw Magda and they 
were partially reconciled. To end the day, he attended a Party meeting in central 
Berlin. Although he thought his popularity had, if anything, grown as a result 
of the Stennes revolt, it ‘tasted stale’.® The next day Hans Schweitzer called on 
Goebbels, and they talked over the situation. Although few men had left the 
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Party with Stennes, and virtually allSA men and Party members were affırming 
their loyalty to Hitler, they were both deeply disillusioned. Goebbels wrote: 


We sit until midnight. He complains a lot about Munich. Wants more Prussian 
spirit. Munich is so lacking in vigour. We must learn from the Stennes affair. 
Become more Prussian, harder, more thrifty, more socialist. No compromises. 
Otherwise we will go under. Schweitzer is as ever true to the Party, but he also 
has many critical thoughts. And not without reason.** 


This was for Goebbels a time of wider disillusionment with the Party. He had 
repeatedly pressed Hitler to get rid of homosexuality in the Party, but nothing 
was done. He had learnt in January 1931 that his new comrade Goring was a 
morphine addict, and soon took the view that he was unfit to represent the 
Party.* In Braunschweig for a speaking engagement, he met an old colleague 
from his 1925/26 days, Bernhard Rust, and wrote: ‘Rust makes a notably bad 
impression. He looks drunk.’ 

The relationship with Magda Quandt was a locus of escape for Goebbels. He 
was now 33 years old, and longed for the trappings of a more settled life. Over 
the next few weeks he and Magda made a commitment to a shared future. On 
25 April, Goebbels wrote: ‘I sit up late into the night with Magda. We forge plans 
for the future ... The good, beautiful woman!”*! In May 1931, Goebbels went for 
the first time with Magda and Harald to stay in rural Severin. On this first visit, 
his enjoyment was tempered by consciousness of her former life. He wrote: 


Went out to the hide in the evening. Sat there with Magda and Harald. 
And watched rabbits and deer as they ate. An unending stillness descended. 
Darkness crept through the trees. Silence in the woods. How poor we city 
people have become! Here there is peace, outside only noise and shouting. 
That makes me sick. 

Later Magda hurt me very much with a thoughtless comment. What a pity 
that I didn’t love this wonderful woman when she was a girl.*” 


Evidently they decided in Severin to get married, but to postpone this until 
the Party had taken power.” This aim seemed now not altogether unrealistic. For 
all the obvious failings of its leaders, and its lack of a detailed programme, the 
Nazi Party grew in strength and wealth in the summer and autumn of 1931, as 
the Brüning government appeared increasingly unable to manage the growing 
economic despair. After years of bachelor solitude, Goebbels spent more and 
more time with Magda, and her flat in the Reichskanzlerplatz became a meeting 
place for the Party leaders. Magda had met Hitler in Munich during the Stennes 
revolt, and the two of them evidently got on very well. Magda developed an 
enormous admiration for Hitler, and was prepared to play a mothering role with 
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him, preparing him food and listening to his long monologues. Hitler, whose 
complex relationships with women remain obscure, was clearly attracted to 
Magda, and appears to have made advances to her. He obviously enjoyed her 
company, and particularly liked to relax in her well-appointed flat, listening to 
‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl playing the piano. There has been speculation that Magda 
used her relationship with Goebbels primarily as a way to get close to Hitler, but 
this is not convincing.?* There was clearly a genuine, strong mutual attraction 
between Magda and Hitler. There is a cryptic account in Goebbels’ diary of 
an episode between Magda and Hitler in September 1931, while he was away, 
speaking in the Ruhr: 


Magda explains: She had a conversation on Saturday with G. Quandt. Said 
to him that we wanted to get married. He was cast down. Magda has taken 
revenge for many sufferings which he has caused her. Then with the Chief. 
Also said the same to him. He was also cast down. He loves her. But maintains 
his loyalty to me. And Magda also. She is a fabulous woman. We had a little 
argument first, but then were completely in agreement. Hitler resigned. He 
is indeed very alone. Has no happiness with women. Because he is too soft- 
hearted to them. Women don’t like that. They must feel a man over them. 
Now I am very happy. A blissful evening.” 


What do we make of this extraordinary but cryptic passage? Kershaw does not 
mention it, and nor does Goebbels’ biographer Reuth. From several earlier entries 
in Goebbels’ diary it is clear that Hitler was very taken with Magda: he told 
Goebbels on 23 August that Magda was ‘the most beautiful woman around’; and 
on 1 September he invited Magda to a meal while Goebbels was in Hamburg on 
Party business. Goebbels wrote: ‘The rogue! I am really sad ... A terrible night 
of agonizing jealousy!’ The next morning Magda called him, and evidently set 
his mind at rest: ‘Magda is on her way. The sweet thing!’ Further to complicate 
matters, Magda’s former husband Gtinther Quandt had also been seeing her, 
and evidently advised her not to pursue her relationship with Goebbels. On 12 
September Goebbels wrote: ‘Nauseating: Herr Günther Quandt has been to see 
the Chief. Naturally, he struck a pose and sought to impress. The Chief fell for 
it. Was enthusiastic about him. When I told Magda about it, she was white with 
worry and anger.’ Later that evening, after a speech, Goebbels ‘consoled’ Magda 
on the telephone, before setting off for further speaking engagements in the 
Ruhr. After a meeting in Bochum, Goebbels telephoned Magda, who had just 
spoken again with Hitler. This conversation - and it is not clear what Magda said 
- left Goebbels in a state of ‘desperate agitation’. Unfortunately, at this point, 
three lines have been cut out of Goebbels’ diary and replaced with clear paper, 
leaving only this line: ‘see above: very angry with Magda. I am cutting her off 
because she is unjust.’” 
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It is clear that Hitler made some kind of an approach to Magda in early 
September, although given everything else we know about him, it is unlikely 
that this was a formal proposal of marriage. There can be no doubt that Hitler 
and Magda did form a very strong bond, one which lasted until their deaths 
in 1945. It is also clear that Magda, after some hesitation, and possibly some 
encouragement of Hitler, turned Hitler down in favour of Goebbels, but that 
Hitler resigned himself to this, and even gave their prospective marriage his 
blessing. This is confirmed by Goebbels’ next diary entry. On 16 September, he 
wrote that after a meeting of senior Party officials in Munich: 


Hitler asked me to come outside and is then really sympathetic to me. A 
friend and brother. An angel of happiness, he says. He loves Magda. But he 
does not begrudge me my happiness. ‘An intelligent and beautiful woman. 
She will not hold you back, but support you.’ He takes both my hands and 
tears come to his eyes. All best wishes! I am really grateful. He says many 
good things about me. My brave comrade and Führer! We will get married 
right away. He is somewhat resigned. Fortune has not smiled upon him. 
Poor, dear Hitler! I will stay eternally loyal to you! He also is seeking a good 
woman, whom he will later marry. I found Magda. Lucky devil. We will all 
three be good to one another. He will be our most loyal friend. Tears come 
to me. Live well, Hitler! 


A few hours later, Goebbels returned to Berlin: 


Magda picks me up. I explain, and she cries with joy. And now a new life shall 
begin. Günther Quandt has also resigned himself. I want work and happiness. 
And to help my Volk. Thanks to Magda. Thanks to Hitler. Thanks to heaven. 
Be merciful to me, ye great gods!” 


A few days later, Hitler’s niece Geli Raubal, with whom he had been 
conducting a very public relationship, was found dead in his flat in Munich. 
Hitler’s intimate relationship with Geli Raubal and the circumstances of her 
death remain obscure,” but it is entirely possible that Hitler’s infatuation 
with Magda might have been a contributory factor if she committed suicide. 
Magda’s rejection clearly left Hitler in a highly emotional state, and surely had 
implications for his already troubled relationship with Geli Raubal. Goebbels 
and Magda certainly felt a sense of guilt, as well as of sorrow for Hitler. These 
contrary emotions dominated Goebbels’ thoughts for days. When he next 
met Hitler, on 24 September, Goebbels thought Hitler looked ‘thin and white 
as chalk’. Neither of them mentioned Geli.” Whatever Hitler’s feelings about 
Geli’s untimely death, or his part in this, he kept his pledge to Goebbels and 
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Magda.!” On 6 October Goebbels visited his mother back in Rheydt and told 
her of his intention to marry Magda.” 

There was a further twist before the marriage was finalized. On 25 October 
Goebbels wrote: 


Back home. Dead tired. Magda is sitting there, completely crushed. She has 
heard from her mother that she was not married to her father. Magda knew 
nothing of this. Now she is inconsolable. Personally she remains for me what 
she always was: the sweetest woman. Objectively, there is the possibility that 
the Jewish press will exploit this and thereby direct heavy attacks on the Party. 
Only Hitler can judge on that. 


Clearly, Hitler, who (not for the last time) had to act as a counsellor for this 
couple, was untroubled by the revelation: 


The Chief is tenderly kind to her. He laughs about it with us. An unmarried 
woman with a child is to him preferable to a married woman without a child. 
Typical Hitler! ... She stays by me, now and for evermore. I will never leave 
her. I am marrying her, not the world. 


On 1 December Goebbels and Magda decided to hold the wedding quickly, in a 
quiet ceremony at Severin, even though Gunther Quandt insisted that if Magda 
remarried, young Harald would have to live with him. The marriage would be 
consecrated in a small Protestant chapel, and everything would be ‘as simple as 
possible’.'°? The wedding, which was held on 19 December 1931, was kept largely 
secret. Hitler, the elderly General Epp, and a few family guests attended, along 
with Harald in SA uniform. Goebbels wrote an idealized description: 


We both sign. Me first, then Magda, then Epp, then Hitler. And then Magda is 

my wife. I am quite blissful. Hitler takes me emotionally in his arms. Magda 

gives him a kiss. Tears are in his eyes. Happiness has now come to us. 
Outside the SA stands and calls Heil! Snow falls. It is all like a poem.’ 


6 


‘These Masses Are What Matter’ 


On 14 September 1930 our party numbered 293,000 members, and today, on 
1 January 1932, it has already gone past 800,000. On 1 January 1931 there 
were about 100,000 men in our SA and SS organisations; today, on 1 January 
1932, well over 300,000. The number of our supporters is right now more 
than 15 million! It is a procession of victory without parallel in the history of 
our Volk ... Comrades, we march into this year as fighters, in order to leave it 
as victors. Long live our glorious national socialist fighting movement! Long 
live our eternally beloved German Volk! Germany awakes! 
Hitler’s ‘New Year Declaration’ in the Völkischer Beobachter, 
1 January 1932.' 


The worsening economic depression, which led to over 6 million unemployed 
workers in Germany by the end of 1932, helped to create an atmosphere of social 
tension and political crisis, which was heightened by a succession of elections. As 
well as several regional elections, there were in quick succession two ballots for 
the presidency of the Weimar Republic in March and April 1932, and national 
elections for the Reichstag in July and November. Almost as important as the 
feverish campaigning which accompanied these elections were the constant 
negotiations between politicians, businessmen, generals, and bankers, all directed 
to the formation of a stable government. A succession of Chancellors, relying 
increasingly on the support of the President to rule by emergency decree, wrestled 
with the problems of growing political extremism on the right and the left. Their 
political intrigues were conducted in an increasingly confrontational atmosphere, 
where violence became horribly commonplace. Hundreds were killed in rioting 
and in political murders. Rumours of a Communist revolution, or of an SA ‘march 
on Berlin’, provoked anxious questions about the stance of the Reichswehr in the 
event of a complete constitutional breakdown. 

Goebbels was not, for the most part, directly involved in these intrigues, 
which were largely conducted, on behalf of the Nazis, by Hitler’s three other 
key subordinates, Göring, Röhm, and Gregor Strasser. During 1932, there was a 
significant shift in the physical centre of power in the Nazi Party, from Munich 
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to Berlin, as Hitler had to visit the capital much more frequently. He stayed, 
with his entourage, in the Kaiserhof Hotel, close to the city centre and to Magda 
Goebbels’ flat in the Reichskanzlerplatz. Here Goebbels was able to exercise 
a critical influence, often late at night, when Hitler sought relaxation in the 
company of intimates. Goebbels maintained a consistent position through allthe 
vicissitudes of 1932, advocating a policy of no compromise with other politicians 
or groups. His personal and political doubts about Göring, Röhm, and Strasser 
meant that this was an incredibly anxious time for him. 

It was in the public sphere of campaigning that Goebbels played a critical role. 
The propaganda methods which he had been developing in Berlin for six years 
were now extended to cover all of Germany. Guidelines were issued from the 
‘Reich Propaganda Leadership’ for all Party newspapers and speakers, to avoid 
any public inconsistencies. Der Angriff was now published daily in Berlin and 
much of northern Germany. Goebbels also edited a satirical illustrated magazine, 
Der Flammenwerfer (The Flamethrower), and devoted much of his attention to 
the production of posters, placards, and flyers. Key speeches, mainly by himself 
and Hitler, were quickly printed as small pamphlets, and for the first time in 
1932 issued as records which could be sent to supporters through the post. 
Goebbels had by now developed a fascination for the possibilities offered by new 
technologies, and since the production of the first Party Rally film in 1927, he 
had been involved in the production of other short, silent films. The Völkischer 
Beobachter in July 1930 had listed five which were available: 


Reich Party Rally 1927. Duration c. 30 minutes. 

Reich Party Rally 1929. Duration c. 90 minutes. 

Battle for Berlin. Duration c. 50 minutes. 

1. NS-Pictorial Report with scenes from the funeral of Horst Wessel and from 
the Relay Berlin-Nuremberg in 1929, from the communal elections in Berlin 
and pictures of our Reichstag deputies. Duration c.10 minutes. 

5. 2. NS-Pictorial Report. Scenes from the SA-Ski Meeting in the Riesengebirge, 
of the SA-Motor-Storm and of the Hitler Meeting in the Sportpalast in Berlin. 
Duration c. 15 minutes.? 


Bie 


Goebbels was behind the production of several of these films, the third of which 
bears the same name as his regular column in Der Angriff. He had observed a special 
screening of the first three films held for Party members in Berlin in October 
1929, but they had failed him as propaganda instruments for two reasons.? First, 
Goebbels was not a technician of film. He had no experience of operating cameras 
or cutting film, and therefore could only try to influence the shooting and editing 
from behind the scenes. The films themselves were of an experimental nature, 
had no soundtrack, and were as yet insufficiently developed in their narrative 
structure and artistic execution to be as powerful as later productions. Second, 
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although, as Reich Propaganda Leader, Goebbels encouraged the use of these films, 
before 1933 the Party did not have the equipment to screen them in many places, 
and therefore few meetings were able to see these early ventures in cinematic 
propaganda. Those that did were very enthusiastic. More significantly, as the 
Party played an ever more important role in national politics, its activities were 
featured in the weekly newsreels produced by Germany's largest film company, 
UFA. On 4 March 1932, Goebbels saw and heard himself for the first time in a 
public cinema. ‘Quite alien,’ he wrote, ‘otherwise fabulous.’* 

Although Goebbels was still constantly troubled by financial concerns, his 
propaganda benefited during 1932 from huge injections of cash. Partly as a 
form of insurance, big business was now contributing substantial sums to Hitler, 
and much of this was diverted from the Party treasury in Munich to subsidize 
the production of propaganda materials. The precise sources and extent of Nazi 
Party funding remain obscure, but Goebbels was given large sums, and was able 
to produce literally millions of posters and flyers, as well as his newspapers. On 
6 March he noted receipt of 200,000 marks for propaganda material.’ He was 
able to indulge his passion for expensive cars, and cultivated a close relationship 
with some of the directors of Mercedes. As well as a Cabriolet for Magda (who 
shared his passion for cars), he bought several new vehicles for himself and his 
staff. Although he detested most businessmen and aristocrats, he did enjoy the 
company of artists, and he and Magda - now a respectably married couple - were 
delighted to host gatherings of musicians, actors, and painters. 

Public speaking was still at the centre of all Goebbels’ propaganda. Through the 
various election campaigns of 1932 he maintained an extraordinary schedule of 
speeches, travelling by car, train, and sometimes by aircraft to reach all parts of 
Germany, often speaking several times a day. Although he found this exhausting, 
he had come to depend on this activity. The emotion and adulation he could 
stir in a crowd, and in individuals he met before and after his speeches gave him 
new energy and motivation. As in earlier years, he revelled in the atmosphere of 
a hostile proletarian audience, and many observers - typically not well-disposed 
towards him - have testified to his courage in these situations, and to his ability to 
convert an initially antagonistic audience. There is no reason to doubt the broad 
accuracy of Goebbels’ summary of a speech in the East Prussian port of Elbing 
in April 1932. He wrote: ‘Spoke in a factory hall in front of 10,000 proletarians. 
Greeted with whistles, and departed amidst jubilation.’° He needed the reaction 
of an audience, and of hecklers to show to best advantage the aggressive sarcasm 
that was his trademark. His earliest recorded speeches, delivered without an 
audience, are strangely flat, and it took him some time to develop his technique 
for radio.’ 

Significantly, Goebbels was supported in 1932 as a public speaker by Hitler. 
In a disastrous coincidence, the seven-year term of the President of the Republic 
ended in 1932, and Goebbels decided in January that Hitler should announce 


‘These Masses Are What Matter’ 127 


his candidacy for the post. Although this meant standing in opposition to the 
elderly Field Marshal Hindenburg, it did offer the opportunity to present Hitler as 
a national leader. Characteristically, Hitler vacillated for several weeks, but once 
he had allowed Goebbels on 22 February to announce his candidacy to a huge 
audience in the Sportpalast, he cast off the lethargy of previous years, and threw 
himself into what Kershaw calls ‘a remarkable electioneering performance, the 
like of which had never been seen before in Germany’.® As one campaign followed 
another through 1932, Hitler stepped up the tempo of his public speaking, by 
the end of the year almost matching Goebbels, delivering several speeches in 
a day. Famously, he took to flying from town to town in a chartered Lufthansa 
aircraft, allowing Goebbels to develop slogans like ‘the Fiihrer over Germany’, and 
providing opportunities for a god-like descent from the clouds before speaking to 
huge waiting crowds. Between 3 and 10 April, Hitler gave 20 speeches; between 
16 and 24 April, he gave 25.° 

On 23 February 1932, the Reichstag convened to set the first ballot of the 
presidential election, and Goebbels was allowed to speak before a packed house. 
In his diary he wrote that this was ‘great theatre’. The written transcription of his 
speech allows us to analyse in some detail his style and method as a parliamentary 
speaker. He began, as he described it, ‘academically’, or as the correspondent for 
The Times put it, with ‘unwonted quietness’, pointing to the Nazi success in the 
1930 elections as the ‘most significant political development’ in recent German 
political history. He used this, and the results of subsequent elections to portray 
the Nazi movement’s rise as an awakening of the people, in opposition to the 
bankruptcy and illegitimacy of the Brüning government. Developing this theme 
he reviewed the period since 1918, calling it one of ‘tribute and disarmament’, of 
‘catastrophic’ foreign policy, of domestic ‘decay’ and ‘abdication’. He highlighted 
the increasing isolation of the government and its use of police powers to try to 
suppress the Nazi movement and its newspapers. As he proceeded Goebbels was 
frequently interrupted by both his own supporters, and by opponents, and the 
Reichstag’s President had to call for order as the atmosphere became increasingly 
unruly. Carefully avoiding personal attacks on Hindenburg, Goebbels lampooned 
the ‘system’ that he represented, and criticized the government’s efforts to 
postpone the Presidential election. As the atmosphere degenerated, Goebbels 
mounted a vicious attack on ‘the asphalt press’, and, turning deliberately to the 
Social Democrats in the chamber, what he called ‘the Party of deserters’. This 
provoked, as Goebbels had intended, shouts of retaliation and invective. Many 
deputies were infuriated and the SPD war veteran Kurt Schumacher called out 
that Goebbels had not served a day at the front; others less diplomatically called 
him a ‘cowardly dog’, and a ‘shirker’. The President attempted to get Goebbels 
to withdraw his description of the SPD (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands 
(Social Democratic Party of Germany)) as a ‘Party of deserters’, but Goebbels 
fought on through a storm of jeers to hit out again at the ‘Jewish asphalt press’. 
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Various SPD deputies now called out ‘You bastard!’ and ‘Mongrel’, while others 
sarcastically shouted ‘front soldier Goebbels’. After some minutes of this, the 
President suspended the sitting. This of course was precisely what Goebbels had 
intended. Two days later, the sitting was resumed and Goebbels was allowed 
to finish his speech, which was again frequently interrupted. He ended with a 
prophecy that the Presidential election would be a day of reckoning." 





17. Hitler and Goebbels in the Lustgarten, Berlin, before the second presidential ballot in 
1932. Although the arrangements appear improvised, Goebbels alleged in his diary that 
he and Hitler spoke here to a vast crowd: ‘Lustgarten. 200,000. I speak first. Then he speaks. 
Boundless enthusiasm.’ (TBJG, 5 April 1932, TI, 2/IL, p. 255.) 


Intoxicated with their campaigning, and with speeches in front of huge 
audiences, Goebbels and Hitler imagined that they might win the presidential 
election outright, but the result on 13 March was a grave disappointment. 
Hindenburg polled 18 million votes, and Hitler 11 million. Calling together 
his minions in Munich, Hitler displayed resilience, and determined to fight 
on in a second ballot, which was necessary because Hindenburg had narrowly 
failed to get an outright majority. After a brief recess, the campaigning started 
again, the Nazis now also looking ahead to the regional elections in April which 
would involve a majority of the population. The second ballot of the presidential 
election on 10 April saw Hitler’s vote rise to 13.4 million. Although Hindenburg 
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was the clear winner with 19 million votes, Hitler declared that this was ‘a new, 
great victory’, giving his voters the right to think of themselves as ‘flag bearers 
of national freedom and the national future’.'” In the Prussian elections on 24 
April the Nazis were returned as the largest single party with 38.3 per cent ofthe 
votes. Goebbels called this a ‘phenomenal victory’. The Nazi attitude towards 
parliamentary government in Prussia was displayed in the first plenary session 
of the Landtag on 25 May 1932, which turned into a brawl. The Nazi deputies 
‘punched the Communists and the other parties out of the chamber’, and then 
sang the Horst-Wessel-Lied. Goebbels wrote: ‘That was an exemplary warning. 
Creates respect.’ 

Goebbels now led a strange life, poised between domestic respectability, 
public notoriety, and a gangster underworld. In January 1932 he had learnt that 
Magda was pregnant. In May he and Magda rented a lakeside villa at Caputh 
outside Berlin, and this became a place both of retreat and of political intrigue. 
Miraculously Goebbels still escaped imprisonment or serious injury, although 
his health was strained by his campaigning style. He had by this time often been 
fined by courts around Germany, but was able to pay these fines without great 
difficulty. The details of one case pursued against him in the winter of 1931 reveal 
how utterly farcical the attempt to constrain him legally had become. In October 
1931 Goebbels was fined 1500 marks by the Land Court in Berlin and ordered 
also to pay 340 marks in costs. Although for many ordinary German citizens 
this would have represented a considerable sum, this was pretty insignificant 
for Goebbels. Nonetheless, over the next few months he worked hard to avoid 
even this mild punishment, and was aided by the ponderous working of the law. 
Goebbels’ lawyer Otto Kamecke argued that Goebbels would have difficulty in 
meeting the fine, and, three weeks after the sentence, Goebbels was told that 
he could pay in three instalments over the next few months. Kamecke, acting 
on Goebbels’ instructions, argued that his client could not manage this, and 
evidently the court then made further investigations into Goebbels’ finances. 
Arguing that Goebbels had an income of 2,000 marks per month, and also 
disposed of a special fund to meet fines, the court informed Kamecke that 250 
marks per month, beginning in February 1932, was the absolute minimum it 
could accept." 

Goebbels, now playing the humble supplicant, told Kamecke to inform the 
court that it was mistaken, that he had no special fund, and that he could only 
pay 100 marks monthly. Kamecke was told to assure the court that this sum at 
least would be paid punctually. Goebbels’ stalling tactics had worked well, and 
well before the fine had been paid, Goebbels was able to benefit from a general 
amnesty passed in the summer of 1932. With what now appears as appalling 
weakness, the state prosecutor was still writing to Goebbels in September 1932, 
asking him to pay the costs, which were not subject to amnesty. One can only 
imagine the contempt with which Goebbels annotated this request in the margin, 
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writing ‘Pay 100 marks!’'° Faced with such a lack of resolution on the part of the 
law, and aided by reasonably competent lawyers, it is small wonder that Goebbels 
came to think he was invulnerable. 

Goebbels’ involvement in another prominent case demonstrates how he even 
participated in the manipulation of justice. While Goebbels had been preoccupied 
with the triangular relationship between himself, Magda, and Hitler in September 
1931, the Berlin SA had staged another violent demonstration against Jews in the 
Kurfürstendamm, attacking individual Jews on the street, and wrecking a cafe. 
A number of SA men were arrested and subsequently charged before a ‘Speed 
Court’ with a range of offences. These courts were intended to act quickly and 
firmly to deal with the growing number of politically motivated disturbances, 
and in this case handed out some lengthy prison sentences. The leader of the 
Berlin SA, Count Helldorff, who had overseen the disturbances, was also arrested 
and now faced a potentially serious punishment. Goebbels had not been in 
Berlin at the time of the disturbances, and was not directly implicated. He was 
though called to the Reich Chancellery to speak with Chancellor Brüning about 
the case. Brüning was anxious not to provoke the Nazis just before the planned 
visit of the French Prime Minister Pierre Laval and his Foreign Minister Aristide 
Briand to Berlin. In two separate meetings with Brüning, Goebbels complained 
bitterly about the sentences already passed on the SA rioters, and demanded 
that Helldorff be tried before a different judge. Evidently he agreed in return 
not to disturb the visit of the French dignitaries. Brüning intervened directly 
with the court to change the presiding judge, and to postpone Helldorff’s case. 
In his own brief account he argued that this was done without ‘injury to the 
court’s constitution’. Laval and Briand’s visit passed off quietly, and Helldorff 
was eventually fined a paltry 100 marks in February 1932. Characteristically this 
display of flexibility on Briining’s part only provoked Goebbels’ scorn."* 

As a prominent politician Goebbels now socialized with leading figures in 
society, and wherever he travelled he was entertained by local dignitaries and 
representatives. He was finding that many of these were wholehearted Nazi 
supporters. A few days after the fight in the Prussian Landtag, Goebbels went to 
Horumersiel, on the flat north-western coast of Germany, where he met Hitler. 
They went on to Wilhelmshaven, the home of the then much-reduced German 
navy. There were two large ships there, the old battleship Schlesien, and the newer 
cruiser Köln. They were welcomed aboard the Köln, and given a guided tour of 
what Goebbels called ‘A wonder work of technology’. He wrote: 


The officers and crew are fabulous. Fully for us. They read only the V.B. and 
Angriff. Our presence aroused joy and enthusiasm amongst them. An officer 
comes from the Schlesien and, in the name of the Captain, invites me to dinner 
... Ate in the officers’ mess with the lieutenants of the Schlesien. Fabulous, tall, 
blond guys. Real pictures of young men. And all for us. Poor system.'? 
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A number of aristocrats and members of Germany’s royal families were by this 
time also active with the Nazi Party, and one of them, Friedrich-Christian, Prince 
of Schaumburg-Lippe, was taken on as an adjutant by Goebbels. Schaumburg- 
Lippe was one of few aristocrats to enjoy Goebbels’ confidence, and he lived after 
1945 to write a memoir about his former boss. His description of his first encounter 
with Goebbels gives us a flavour of the campaigning in Berlin. He arrived at 
Goebbels’ headquarters, ‘the spiritual command post of the revolution’, just as 
Goebbels was leaving for the funeral of a Hitler Youth killed by Communists, 
Herbert Norkus: 


The light, somewhat washed-out trench coat suited him well, and made a 
modest, nimble, sporty impression, suited to the tempo of his life. He didn’t 
like to wear anything that looked like a uniform. The clear grey felt hat with 
a thin black band was always immaculately clean, tilted forwards, the brim 
high at the back. Elegant, tailored. Emphasized the brown colour of his face. 
When - as most of the time - he was hurrying, he took little leaps. It is not 
true that he tried to conceal his malformed foot. He was, rather, proud that he 
still managed to be as nimble and quick as others, and displayed and talked 
about this. He also made a virtue from necessity with his physique: ‘My foot 
is sometimes a hindrance, I am small and not strong, but nature is just, and 
she gave me in compensation a brain that few others have.’ 


Schaumburg-Lippe was rushed into the open-top Mercedes, where Goebbels, as 
ever, sat in the front. At high speed he was driven to the cemetery where a large, 
hostile crowd had gathered. Goebbels said as they arrived: 


These masses are what matter, Schaumburg-Lippe, only these. If we win 
them over, they are Germany’s future - if we don’t win them over, Germany 
is lost! 


It was apparently a grey, bitterly cold day, and Goebbels had to shout to make 
his speech at the graveside heard over the shouts of the Communists. Stones 
were thrown into the cemetery. In the privacy of his diary Goebbels recorded 
that there were ‘many riff-raff’ there, as were Magda and Harald.” 

Heinrich Briining’s government finally collapsed in May 1932, and another 
Reichstag election was called for July. Goebbels conducted an exhausting campaign, 
which finished in a fist-fight with a Communist outside the polling station when 
he went to vote. Hitler spoke in 53 towns in his third ‘Germany Flight’.”! Goebbels 
and Hitler had now settled on an appeal beyond party, class, confession, or region, 
using the slogan ‘Unity for the German Volk and the German Reich’.” On 9 July 
Goebbels addressed a vast crowd - he estimated 200,000 strong -in the open-air 
setting of Berlin’s Lustgarten, and on 18 July his speech on ‘National character as 
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the foundation of national culture’ was broadcast by all German radio stations.” 
The day before Goebbels noted that he ‘had got hold of 55,000 marks for the 
Berlin Gaw.” This election campaign was marked by constant violence, most 
notably in Hamburg on 18 July, when 15 people were killed in fighting between 
Communists and Nazis. To many observers, Germany seemed on the brink of 
civil war. On 25 July Goebbels spoke at the funeral of another SA man killed in 
one of the numerous incidents which marked that summer. According to the 
police report he said: ‘The SA is no longer inclined to accept further sacrifices 
without atonement. Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, that shall from henceforth be 
the motto of the SA.’ The results on 31 July gave the Nazis 230 seats in the 
Reichstag, making them the largest single party, but still with no clear majority. 
The Communists also made notable gains, leading Goebbels to conclude: ‘Now 
we must come to power and root out Marxism. This way or that way! Something 
must happen. The time of opposition has ended.’ In fact he and Hitler were 
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shaken. Goebbels wrote: ‘This way we will not get an absolute majority. So we 
must take another way. We are facing difficult consequences.’ 

Over the next fortnight, the Nazis debated their next move. The Party demanded 
that as the largest in the Reichstag its leader should be invited as Chancellor to form 
a government. Goebbels had to hang around in Munich while Hitler travelled 
to Berlin for talks with General Schleicher, Chancellor von Papen’s Minister of 
Defence. On his return Hitler and Goebbels discussed on the Obersalzberg their 
hopes for what they already called the Machtergreifung, the ‘seizure of power’. 
Hitler would become Chancellor, and Goebbels would be Minister for ‘People’s 
Education’, a brief to include responsibility for ‘schools, universities, film, radio, 
theatre, and propaganda’.”” On 13 August, after further negotiations, Hitler met 
Schleicher and Papen in Berlin, only to be offered the post of Vice Chancellor. 
There was a feverish atmosphere in the city, and in the afternoon Hitler was 
summoned to see President Hindenburg himself. Huge crowds turned out to 
watch Hitler arrive at the Wilhelmstrasse, but when Hitler confirmed that he 
was unwilling to accept anything less than ‘leadership of the state’, his audience 
with the President was quickly terminated.” ‘Therefore, opposition’, commented 
Goebbels.” This bitter disappointment only strengthened his view that any 
coalition or compromise should be avoided. It provoked what even a later Nazi 
Party history described as ‘a not insignificant crisis’.*° 

Much has been made of the idea that during 1932, Hitler and the Nazis played 
down their anti-Semitism to gain public support; many have claimed that it 
almost disappeared from their programme. Just as Goebbels stirred up the violent 
tendencies of many Nazi supporters with his constant agitation amongst the 
SA, he maintained an anti-Semitism that was so public as to challenge these 
complacent notions. In August 1932 the Papen government announced a 
clampdown on political violence, shortly before SA men in the Silesian village 
of Potempa stabbed a miner, Konrad Pietzuch, to death. This was one case among 
many at the time, but in an attempt to display exemplary firmness, the court 
dealing with the case sentenced the five killers to death. Goebbels immediately 
wrote a vitriolic attack on the court in Der Angriff, titled ‘The Jews are guilty!’ In 
the article he portrayed the convicted Nazis as ‘German men, tested in war and 
peace’, who carried ‘honourable wounds’ from the struggles to protect Silesia 
from ‘Polish insurgents’. He then turned the article into one of his most vicious 
anti-Semitic polemics. The court which had sentenced the Nazi killers, and the 
‘Jewish newspapers’ which commended the sentence were part of a ‘system’, 
linked with Communist murderers. Repeating the phrase ‘The Jews are guilty!’ 
Goebbels concluded: 


We will arouse the Volk, so that it throws this alien tyranny from its shoulders! 
We will carry the fight through to the end, come what may! ... The genuinely 
guilty are still sitting securely behind the police cordons! The hour will come 
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when state prosecutors will have other tasks to fulfil than that of protecting 
the traitors of the Volk from the fury of the Volk. 

Never forget it, comrades! Say it to yourself a hundred times a day, until it 
haunts you in your deepest dreams: the Jews are guilty! 


Hitler himself sent an open telegram of support for the killers, declaring that he 
was ‘tied to you in unbounded loyalty’.”” The shocking brutalization of young 
people in Germany was also noted by outsiders at this time. A Czech diplomat, 
Camill Hoffmann, wrote in his diary on a ‘glorious summer day’ in August 1932 
that he observed three young cyclists singing ‘When the hour of vengeance 
comes, we will be ready for any mass murder’.?? 

Goebbels was also about to become a father. Since learning that Magda was 
pregnant he had wished constantly for a boy. Just before the baby was born on 1 
September he wrote: ‘Early today it started with Magda. She is very brave. Straight 
to the clinic. I pray that all goes well and that it will be a boy. I am slightly afraid. 
But Destiny will be merciful to us.’** The next day he wrote: 


Sadly only a girl. But I am happy right from my heart. She shall be called 
Helga. Everything went smoothly. At 14.20 she was there. Magda and child 
healthy. 

God grant that this child shall only live and breathe in a free Germany. 
Hitler was excited when I gave him the news. He had always prophesied a girl. 
Because I had strongly expected a boy, I was disappointed about that. 


It seems Goebbels’ feelings were shared by others. He wrote that at the Kaiserhof 
Hotel later that day everyone was cheerful and excited, ‘Only, always, a shame, 
not a boy!” Fatherhood did not change the daily routine of Goebbels’ life much. 
A well-off working man was not expected to share in the daily chores of child- 
rearing in Weimar Germany, and Magda was helped by a succession of maids. 
Goebbels’ demanding schedule of work continued without any interruption. 
The Nazis now had their eyes not just on power in Germany. In September 1932 
Goebbels and Hitler travelled in quick succession to Vienna to fortify the Nazi 
Party there, and to make it absolutely plain that their vision of a future ‘Third 
Reich’ included a union with Austria. Goebbels was enthusiastically received 
by Nazi supporters in Vienna, and by Geli Raubal’s mother. He spoke for two 
hours to a large crowd at a ‘Union rally’, and announced: ‘we have made it clear 
to the world that over and above treaty borders there is one German people 
[Deutschtum], and that one can persecute and gag this German people as one 
will, but they will always find their way together on one road.’ According to 
the triumphant report on the rally in Der Angriff, these words released ‘in the 
masses’, ‘a cry for the Reich, for the great common Fatherland’. After the rally, 
Goebbels went to a performance of Mozart’s The Magic Flute at the Vienna Opera 
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House, and was entranced. He admired the singing of Elisabeth Schumann, of 
Helge Roswaenge, and Richard Mayr, writing: ‘I have never heard Mozart like this 
before. Absolutely authentic in style.’ He was hugely impressed by the building, 
and its acoustics, and reflected on how Hitler as a young man had listened to 
concerts from the gallery. Although Goebbels felt constrained by his personal 
loyalty to Hitler to display some affection for Austria, this was entirely insincere. 
Goebbels thought of himself as a north German, a Prussian, and in his view of 
race, people from further south were - with rare exceptions - of inferior quality 
and value. This is one of the reasons he was always uncomfortable in Munich, 
and he was even less well-disposed to the Austrians, whom he also considered 
to be too racially mixed. In his diary account of this visit to Vienna, he noted 
typically, of his visit to the ‘Adolf Hitler House’: ‘All very neat. But Austrian.’ 
Goebbels was in fact quite ill when he travelled to Austria, and his ill-health 
was, as so often in his life symptomatic of wider political difficulties. After years 
of success, the Nazi Party was facing a crisis, one which was all the more severe 
as it involved Goebbels’ arch-enemy, Gregor Strasser. By the winter of 1932 there 
were signs that the economic situation in Germany, if not getting much better, 
was not getting worse. There were the first indications of recovery. Internation- 
ally there were improvements, not least the end of reparations payments in July 
1932. The unity of the Nazi Party after September 1932 seemed at moments 
potentially very fragile. Elements at the bottom of the Party, notably the SA, 
were restless, and asked why the talk of revolution had not led to anything in 
practice. At the top, there were some inclined towards compromise, notably 
Gregor Strasser. The huge spending on election campaigning and on material 
rewards for Party leaders had left the coffers empty. In a surprising development 
the Reichstag was again dissolved in September 1932, when the new Reichstag 
President Goring famously ignored Chancellor Papen while conducting a vote 
of no confidence, and another election was called for November. The prospect 
of yet another campaign brought no rejoicing amongst the Nazis. Nonetheless, 
Hitler, for all his indecision in previous years, was still energetic and undertook a 
fourth ‘Germany Flight’, speaking in 49 towns between 4 and 11 November.” 
Goebbels, by now thoroughly jaded, summoned up more energy and pushed 
his propaganda machine into action again, but to less avail. When the election 
returns were counted on 7 November 1932, the Nazi vote had dropped. With 196 
deputies they were still the largest party in the Reichstag, but there was also the 
nagging possibility that they had reached a high-water mark, and were receding. 
Goebbels called it a ‘nauseating thing to swallow’. More objectively he wrote: 
‘We have suffered a severe set-back.’*? In the aftermath, the Party leadership 
experienced a grave crisis when rumours percolated through that Gregor Strasser 
was clinching a deal with General Schleicher which would give him the post of 
Vice Chancellor. This was a culmination of all Goebbels’ fears, and he watched, 
horrified, as Hitler again hesitated. For years now Goebbels had been suspicious 
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of Gregor Strasser, and he urged Hitler finally to break with him. At Goebbels’ 
villa in Caputh Hitler paced up and down for hours before announcing that if 
the Party broke up, he would shoot himself.“ 

Although this sounds melodramatic, Goebbels certainly felt that the Party 
was staring into the abyss. He was not alone. Reporting on the public mood to 
the Foreign Ministry in Paris, the French Military Attaché in Berlin wrote that 
some envisaged the Nazi Party splitting into three groups, ‘one loyal to Hitler, 
the second in Bolshevik form with Goebbels, and the third with syndicalist 
tendencies led by Gregor Strasser ... it is evident that Hitler has let his hour 
pass by’.*! Goebbels had no intention of forming a splinter group, but his sense 
of crisis was undoubtedly strengthened by his perception that Gregor Strasser, 
against whom he had fought now since 1926, was about to lead the Party 
astray. If, as appeared to be the case, the Party had peaked electorally, Strasser’s 
intended compromise was perhaps all that could be achieved. The knowledge 
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that, all around them, commentators were arguing that the Nazis were now 
electorally spent only heightened Goebbels’ fears. Finally, the crisis was defused 
when Strasser, after a last meeting with Hitler, resigned all his Party offices on 
8 December. Strasser himself appears to have been completely unprepared for 
this denouement. Former Chancellor Heinrich Brüning relates how he was told 
that Strasser ‘had been thrown out of the Kaiserhof without a plan, and was left 
walking to and fro on the Wilhelmsplatz, talking to himself’. The next day, 
Hitler spoke to a meeting of Gauleiter and Reichstag deputies in Berlin. Goebbels 
watched anxiously, but was delighted with what he heard: 


Fabulously certain. Annihilating towards Strasser and even more towards Feder. 
People were calling out in anger and pain. A really great success for Hitler. At 
the end a spontaneous commitment to loyalty. All give Hitler their hands. 
Strasser is isolated. Dead man! 

I have fought six years for that. 


Goebbels sat up late communing with Hitler, and when he got home found that 
Magda was unwell.* In fact, Gregor Strasser’s departure, like that of his brother 
in 1930, caused more agitation within the Party than without. Strasser did not 
campaign against the Nazis, but went on holiday. Hitler took over his post 
of Party Organization Leader, and was quickly assured that the overwhelming 
majority of Party members would stand by him. In any case, as Richard Evans 
points out, ‘In no sense did Strasser represent an alternative vision of the future 
to Hitler’s.’** Although Gregor Strasser did not after December 1932 pose a threat 
to Hitler and Goebbels, he was not forgiven or forgotten. As Christmas came 
near, there were one or two encouraging developments for Goebbels. He sold 
the rights for a photograph book about the Nazis in Berlin for 10,000 marks, 
and a few days later, on 20 December, he wrote in his diary: ‘Frau v. Schroeder 
brings me 2,000 marks.’ 

Domestic life had been difficult, as it is for most couples with a new-born 
baby. Goebbels recorded after his return from Vienna that he had quarrelled with 
Magda, and that she had justifiably reproached him for his impatience towards 
Helga.“ One can imagine that he was not an easy person to live with at this 
time; even Magda and the baby saw little of him. Although her health had been 
poor, she still helped Goebbels with the mountains of work he had to complete 
before Christmas, arranging presents for SA men, attending Christmas parties, 
and entertaining gatherings at home. On Christmas Eve, Magda was again ill, 
and her doctor ordered that she be admitted to hospital. Although Goebbels tried 
to make a go of things, visiting the hospital, and seeing various acquaintances, 
he was profoundly lonely without Magda. His comment on Christmas was: 
‘Everything is so empty of joy.’*” A few days later, reassured that Magda was 
relatively well, Goebbels went to Munich with Harald, but almost as soon as 
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they arrived, they heard by telephone that Magda’s condition had deteriorated. 
Goebbels had to endure a New Year’s celebration with the Party leadership in 
Munich while he fretted about her. He wrote: ‘O heaven, I pray of you, leave her 
with me. I am nothing any more without her.’ The next day he travelled back 
to Berlin, writing: ‘God keep this woman for me. I can not live without her.’* 
The next day he found her weak, but over the worst. 


To the clinic. Magda much better. The fever has abated. She is so happy that I 
am there. We talk much of our love, and how good we will be to one another, 
when she is healthy again. 

I have grown so with Magda, that I really can not exist without her. 


It was several weeks before Magda was well enough to return home, and 
Goebbels had to carry on without her. He and Hitler had decided to put all 
their efforts into campaigning in the tiny state of Lippe, where elections were 
due on 15 January 1933. Preoccupied with this, Goebbels did not participate 
in the meeting held in Cologne on 4 January between Papen, Hitler, and the 
banker Kurt von Schroeder, at which the possibility of a Hitler Chancellorship 
in a minority government was first opened. Hitler kept Goebbels up to date with 
the developing negotiations while the campaign in Lippe unfolded. Magda’s 
improving health and a favourable result in Lippe on 15 January seemed to 
justify his continued exertions. As Hitler continued the negotiations, Goebbels 
planned a final propaganda spectacle, a ‘Festival of Remembrance for Horst 
Wessel’, with an SA march in Berlin’s Bülowplatz, outside the Communist Party 
Headquarters, and on to Wessel’s grave. This was held, under the protection of 
armed police, on 22 January. Crowds of angry Communists were held back in 
the side streets. Goebbels’ pleasure was only marred by difficulties with Horst 
Wessel’s mother, who evidently, and understandably, wanted some influence in 
the commemoration of her son’s death. Goebbels wrote: ‘She is unbearable in 
her arrogance. Our dead belong to the nation.’ 

Over the next few days Goebbels mixed a hectic round of Party activities 
with visits to Magda in hospital, and conversations with Hitler. In Rostock, 
meeting with Nazi students on 28 January, he heard that Chancellor Schleicher 
had resigned. He returned to Berlin, where Göring told him about the deal that 
Hitler had finally struck: 


Hitler Chancellor, Papen Vice, Frick Reich Interior, Göring Prussian Interior, 
Hugenberg crises etc. I go without at the moment, to lead an election struggle. 
The Reichstag will be dissolved. The last time. We will fiddle that.” 


On 30 January these arrangements were confirmed to Goebbels at the Kaiserhof. 
‘There are tears in our eyes. We shake Hitler’s hand. He has deserved this. 
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Great jubilation. Outside the people are rampaging.’ Der Angriff was the first 
newspaper to break the news that evening, with a banner headline: ‘Hitler Reich 
Chancellor’.*? Later that evening, after seeing Magda in hospital, Goebbels joined 
Hitler and new members of the government at the Wilhelmstrasse, where from 
the balcony they watched a torchlit march of Nazi formations and supporters. 
Shortly after 10.00 p.m. Goebbels spoke on live radio with the sound of rejoicing 
supporters in the background: 


I can only say a few words. We have been on our feet since five o’ clock this 
morning and are dog-tired ... It is striking for me to see, in this city where we 
started six years ago with a handful of people, really to see in this city how 
a whole people has risen up, like the people marching past underneath us, 
workers and middle classes and farmers and students and soldiers - a great 
Volksgemeinschaft - in which one no longer asks, whether one is a bourgeois 
or a proletarian, a Catholic or a Protestant, in which one only asks: What are 
you, what are you part of, and do you declare your support for your country? 
... We have begun to fight for work and bread, for freedom and honour, and 
we will lead this fight until the end.”? 


The euphoria of 30 January 1933 was genuine. This was a consummation of 
nine years of exhausting work. Bizarrely, over the next few days, Goebbels fell 





20. Hitler and followers at the Kaiserhof Hotel on 30 January 1933 after hearing of his 
appointment as Chancellor. This was a day of high excitement, but the Nazi leaders have 
all adopted suitably grave faces for this photograph. Goebbels has characteristically made 
sure he is at the centre of events. 
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into a deep depression. While Hitler, Göring, and Frick attended Cabinet meetings 
and met their civil servants, Goebbels had to turn straight back to his normal 
routine of meetings with local Party officials and with the production team of Der 
Angriff, and to preparations for yet another election. Magda was allowed home 
from hospital only on 2 February, but she was still weak and emotionally fragile. 
Goebbels himself, as often after a period of prolonged work, developed a fever, 
and felt neglected. He heard rumours that he would be made ‘Radio Commissar’, 
and the ‘nauseating’ news that Bernhard Rust would be promoted over him to 
a new position of Culture Minister. Magda, who was nothing if not ambitious, 
‘cried all the time’, and within a week of the Nazi ‘seizure of power’, Goebbels 
was lying ill in bed. ‘Hitler scarcely helps me. I have lost heart. Reaction dictates. 
The Third Reich!’** For several days he did not even make an entry in his diary, 
and even when he was again up and about, he felt discouraged. On 15 February, 
although he was enthused by visiting an exhibition of new cars, he wrote: ‘I am 
tired and despondent. I have no goal, and no longer any joy in my work.’ 
Goebbels’ disappointment was indeed understandable. In a celebratory booklet 
issued by a Nazi cultural organization profiling the ‘Hitler Cabinet’, there were 
eulogistic portraits of Hitler, Göring, Frick, and the non-Nazis in the Cabinet, like 
Vice Chancellor Papen, Economics Minister Alfred Hugenberg, and Franz Seldte, 
the Stahlhelm leader now appointed Minister of Labour. There was no mention 
of Goebbels. The notion that he might be superseded by a drunken mediocrity 
like Bernhard Rust, who had a minor position in the Cabinet with the title of 
‘Reich Commissar for the Prussian Ministry of Culture’, was obviously particularly 
galling to Goebbels, but also only a temporary arrangement.*® One can only 
presume that Hitler, in the first instance, was entirely preoccupied with his new 
responsibilities, and was unaware of Goebbels’ feelings during these weeks; and 
secondly that he had greater plans for him. In the existing federal structure of 
the Republic, there was not a Reich Ministry of Culture, or of Education. There 
was no single post which could fully make use of Goebbels’ talents. 
Characteristically, it was work which brought Goebbels around over the next 
few weeks. Hitler had been appointed Chancellor of a coalition government, 
and had much to do over the next few months to try to consolidate the Nazi 
hold on power. Even with a minority in the government, the Nazis were able 
to tighten their grip by changing leading policemen around Germany, and by 
banning opposition newspapers. Their own election propaganda was now on 
a different footing, as they had direct access to the radio, and on 21 February 
Goebbels noted receipt of no less than 3 million marks for the campaign.*’ Their 
preparations were given a feverish twist by a telephone call from Hanfstaengl in 
the evening of 27 February, telling Goebbels that the Reichstag building was on 
fire. Together with Hitler, he rushed to the building, where they found Göring 
and Papen already on the scene. Goebbels, like Hitler, assumed that the fire was 
the work of the Communists, the prelude to a wider uprising. It also provided the 
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21. The Cabinet of 30 January 1933 which Hitler headed as Chancellor. Goebbels was 
‘completely depressed’ not to be included. (TBJG, 6 February 1933, TI, 2/III, p. 125.) 


pretext for draconian measures against the Communists, and, just as in the past 
he had revelled in street fighting, Goebbels was intoxicated by the prospect of 
confrontation. He worked with Hitler through the night on leaders for Der Angriff 
and the Völkischer Beobachter, on the preparation of an emergency decree, and 
on issuing instructions for the arrest of leading Communist functionaries.** 
This decree, suspending the civil liberties enshrined in the constitution of 
the Weimar Republic, has been described as ‘the charter of the Third Reich’. 
It inaugurated a reign of terror in Germany, giving free rein to the aggressive 
and sadistic instincts of the SA, so long kept in check. This was indeed the day 
of reckoning which had been threatened for so long. A recent estimate suggests 
that by April 1933, 50,000 alleged opponents of the Nazis had been arrested 
and held in so-called ‘wild’ concentration camps, as well as in the existing penal 
institutions across Germany.” Many were subjected to horrible brutality. Nor was 
this wave of repression carried out in secret. The arrest and detention of hundreds 
was front-page news. The evening edition of Der Angriff carried on its front page 
on 28 February news of the arrest of 130 Communists in Berlin and another 
140 in Hanover.°' The future novelist Heinrich Böll was a schoolboy in 1933, 
and he later described how, in Cologne, ‘Social Democrats disappeared, Centre 
politicians, Communists too, and it was no secret that in the barracks around 
the military training area concentration camps were set up by the SA.’ 
Goebbels was no stranger to violence at close quarters during this turbulent 
period. The British journalist Sefton Delmer had worked his way into Hitler’s 
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22. Hermann Göring in 
1933. When Goebbels 
was first introduced 
to Göring in 1927 he 
wrote: ‘Captain Göring. 
A face like a big baby. 
Such a hero! I was 
at first indescribably 
disappointed. Afterwards 
he grew on me a lot. 
He makes intelligent, 
courageous comments.’ 
(TBJG, 2 May 1927, TI, 
1/1, p. 216.) 





confidence in 1932, and sometimes travelled with him and his entourage. He 
later wrote this account of Goebbels ‘entertaining’ all of them while they were 
waiting for a flight at Tempelhof Airfield: 


Goebbels was recounting the ‘gloriously funny saying’ of one of ‘his Stormtroop 
boys’, which he had overheard when visiting a Stormtroop cellar the previous 
evening. 

‘There was the lad hard at work giving some fellow in the corner a “rub 
down”’ cackled Goebbels. ‘He had taken off his belt and was using it as a lash. 
And what do you think I heard him saying in between the blows? You’ll never 
guess. It really is excruciatingly funny,’ and Goebbels cackled some mote. ‘He 
was saying, “And now we shall teach you atheists to say your prayers. Jetzt 
werden wir euch Atheisten das Beten beibringen!”’ 
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Goebbels kept repeating the phrase, rolling it around his tongue as though 
it was a savoury delicacy. What so delighted him - apart from the sadism — was 
the alliteration of the vowels in ‘euch Atheisten’ and the consonants in ‘Beten 
beibringen’. A great man for a phrase was Goebbels.‘ 


In the days after the Reichstag fire, Goebbels rejoiced in the atmosphere of 
frenzied rumour and alarm which was stoked up by his propaganda. He had 
already been planning the centrepiece of the election campaign, a ‘Day of the 
Awakening Nation’, which was to become the blueprint for many similar events 
in the future. Goebbels called for torchlit parades in every town and village, and 
for swastika flags to be hung from every window ‘behind which German people 
live’, so people could demonstrate their ‘faith in the future of Germany’, and 
their determination ‘to live and to fight for Germany, come what may’. To bring 
together the celebrations in different parts of the country Goebbels planned an 
extension of the political speech which he and Hitler had so successfully used 
over previous years, using the national broadcasting network to communicate 
this to a much larger audience. In his hands propaganda had become not merely 
an art form, but a surrogate religion, with its own liturgy, and with the Nazi belief 
in the ‘German Volk’ displacing the tenets of Christian faith. 

For the ‘Day of the Awakening Nation’ on 5 March 1933, Goebbels planned 
a nationwide broadcast of Hitler’s speech from the historic city of Königsberg, 
which he hoped would reach 40 million listeners. He had developed a technique 
he called ‘reportage’, in which he acted as a live commentator, describing the 
setting for a speech, complete with background sounds of cheering and tumult, 
and giving Hitler a fervent introduction. Thus he provided on live radio a vivid 
impression of the visual and aural spectacle of the whole ceremony. We can judge 
how this was added to in some places by a report on Hitler’s Königsberg speech 
from a commentator who, unknown to Goebbels, had taken upon himself the 
responsibility of recording his methods. Victor Klemperer was a Jewish academic 
in Dresden, and from 1933 until 1945 he consciously set out to analyse what 
he called ‘the language of the Third Reich’. In one of his first observations he 
described how the ‘Day of German Awakening’ was presented: 


a huge animated crowd jostled in front of the illuminated hotel façade next 
to the main railway station in Dresden from which a loudspeaker relayed 
the speech, storm-troopers stood on the balconies with large flags bearing 
swastikas and a torch-light procession approached from the Bismarckplatz. I 
only caught scraps of the speech itself, in truth more sounds than sentences. 
But already at that point I had the same impression which was subsequently 
to be repeated again and again until the very end.® 
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If Klemperer - and presumably many others - heard only fragments of the 
speech, this mattered little. What was more important was the overall effect, the 
potentially intoxicating mixture of impressions. Klemperer described it as ‘a total 
work of art simultaneously addressing itself to the ears and the eyes, the ears 
indeed twice over, since the roaring of the crowd, its applause and disapproval 
have at least as powerful an effect on the individual member of the audience as 
the speech itself’. After hearing a similarly presented speech a few months later, 
Klemperer noted the way that the Nazis had appropriated Christian rituals and 
symbolism: ‘the dividing line separating it from ecclesiastical ceremony has been 
broken down, the antiquated costume has been shed, and the legend of Christ 
has been transported into the here and now’.® This was not coincidental. We 
have seen Goebbels’ fascination with the Passion story, and others have noted 
how Hitler similarly saw himself as a Christ-like figure, shorn of the trappings of 
compassion and forgiveness. During 1933, as Goebbels stage-managed the Nazi 
progression from participation in a coalition government to dictatorship, he 
railed frequently against the churches. In September 1933, ecstatically describing 
the culminating ceremonies of the Nuremberg rally, he wrote: ‘That is a church 
service. We don’t need the priests for that any more.’°” The film of the rally, 
directed by Leni Riefenstahl, was called Victory of Faith. 

After the elections of March 1933, even though he had no outright majority, 
Hitler proceeded with the construction of his dictatorship, and with what he and 
Goebbels called Gleichschaltung, the ‘coordination’ of areas of German life. On 
13 March Goebbels was confirmed as Minister for People’s Enlightenment and 
Propaganda.‘ He was delighted, both to be one of the youngest ever ministers 
in the world, and to be at the head of an altogether new ministry. The word 
‘propaganda’ has long had rather sinister connotations in the English language, 
with its suggestions of manipulation, and no one has done more than Goebbels 
to reinforce these, but we should bear in mind that for Goebbels ‘propaganda’ was 
not a dirty word, something he stressed in a speech to the directors of German 
radio stations on 25 March: 


I refute the notion that propaganda is something of inferior value, for we 
would not be here in ministerial seats if we had not become the great artists 
of propaganda. And we would not have lost the war if we had understood 
the art of propaganda somewhat better. That is the secret of propaganda: he, 
who the propaganda is to grasp, is to be completely saturated with the ideas 
of propaganda, without being aware of this. Obviously propaganda has a 
purpose, but that purpose must be so cleverly and virtuously concealed that 
he who is to be imbued with this purpose is unaware of it. I believe it to be 
obvious, and not to need emphasis, that in future the radio is no longer to be 
a playground for intellectual asphalt experiments, that Jewish-Marxist writers 
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should no longer be heard on the radio, to offload there the waste products 
of their sick minds. 


During the speech he frequently struck the lectern to emphasize his points.‘ For 
this failed artist, would-be writer or theatre director, it was indeed an honour to 
be in charge of Germany’s cultural life, with far-reaching influence over its mass 
media. Magda shared in his joy. 

Goebbels’ position as a minister also gave him a seat in the Cabinet, and 
through 1933 he used this as well as his private influence with Hitler to influence 
the wider policy of the new government. As before, Goebbels pressed constantly 
for the most radical approach. He styled the Nazi access to power a ‘national 
revolution’, and in his speeches he celebrated this as a victory of youth over 
old age. Above all, he pressed for action against the Jews. There is no single 
document which tells us precisely what Hitler or Goebbels intended to do with 
the Jews of Germany if they achieved control of the German state. Neither man 
could anticipate the very changed circumstances they would find themselves in 
after 1939. The nearest to a programme the Nazis had was still the ‘Twenty-five 
Points’ of 1920; several of these ‘points’ referred to the Jews, but in vague terms. 
Point 4, for example, stated that ‘Only members of the nation may be citizens of 
the State. Only those of German blood, whatever their creed, may be members 
of the nation. Accordingly no Jew may be a member of the nation.” Goebbels 
had particular concerns about the exclusion of Jews from what he thought of 
as ‘German’ cultural life, thus from the arts and the mass media. There were 
examples of Jews who were beaten and killed in February and March 1933 in 
Germany by Nazi thugs, and there were others who committed suicide rather 
than face the prospect of life under the Nazis. There was an immediate exodus of 
many Jews who could afford to escape to another country, or who had personal 
connections which allowed this, but at this stage there was no realistic prospect 
that Germany might in the short term somehow get rid of its Jewish population 
altogether. Goebbels, who was now able publicly to encourage violence against 
and intimidation of German Jews, must bear a significant responsibility for 
creating and fostering an atmosphere in which Jews felt isolated and threatened, 
and in which many Germans thought it appropriate to sever their personal and 
economic ties with Jewish fellow-citizens, to dismiss them from employment, and 
in many cases to treat them with open hostility and violence. He undoubtedly 
hoped that the exclusion of Jews from the life of the ‘nation’ would in large 
measure be achieved by informal pressure from all levels of society. 

Goebbels thus supported the intimidation of prominent Jewish musicians and 
conductors like Bruno Walter and Otto Klemperer (a cousin of the celebrated 
philologist and diarist), who left Germany after threats that concerts they 
directed would be disrupted, or the halls burnt down.” Even before Goebbels’ 
appointment as Propaganda Minister, a ‘Beethoven evening’ on German radio by 
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the Jewish pianist Artur Schnabel had been cancelled.” Schnabel was an Austrian 
citizen. Walter and Klemperer were men with an international reputation, who 
were able to leave Germany and continue their careers abroad, but this was not 
an option easily available to all who felt threatened. It is instructive to look at 
the fate of a less well-known German musician in this horrible situation. Ernst 
Hermann Meyer was a young musician who had recently received his doctorate 
from Heidelberg University, ironically studying under some of the same professors 
as had Goebbels himself. Meyer was both a Jew and a Communist, and had in 
the last years of the Weimar Republic worked for the Communist newspaper 
Die Rote Fahne (The Red Flag). He knew after 30 January 1933 that he was a 
marked man. In February, along with many others, Meyer was briefly arrested 
and detained after a police raid on the Karl-Liebknecht-Haus, the Communist 
Party Headquarters building in Berlin. After this, Meyer left Berlin on a bicycle, 
and travelled towards Heidelberg to escape. He felt safest during the next few 
weeks, he later testified, cycling in the countryside. Meyer and his comrades 
kept moving to avoid arrest, staying no more than a few days in any one place. 
His future would indeed have been uncertain had he not received an invitation 
to attend a musicological conference at Cambridge University. Meyer’s younger 
brother Klaus told this author that one day in 1933, Ernst called, unannounced, 
at the family home in Berlin, to tell his parents he was leaving the country. He 
was, his brother said, ‘literally shaking with fear’. Meyer made his way, via Paris, 
to England, where his brother Klaus later joined him.” 

Goebbels led the public campaign against the Jews, and pressed for a nationwide 
boycott of all Jewish shops, which was staged on 1 April 1933, ostensibly as a 
protest against ‘atrocity propaganda’ abroad, especially in Britain and the USA. 
Describing British journalists as ‘apes’, Goebbels complained that they ‘talk a lot 
of rubbish and think that they can sit in judgement on Germany’.’° On 27 March 
he wrote: ‘I am writing a call for a boycott against the German Jews. With that 
we will soon stop the hate abroad.” On 29 March Hitler telephoned to sanction 
the publication of this declaration, and instructions were issued to branches of 
the Nazi Party nationwide on how to coordinate the action.” Goebbels noted 
that in the Cabinet ‘All the others are afraid about the boycott.’ It was agreed 
there that the boycott would last for a few days, and would then be called 
off, Goebbels thought temporarily, before being renewed. On 1 April Goebbels 
spoke to the press about the boycott in a ‘breathless silence’. The next day he 
spoke at a huge meeting in the Berlin Lustgarten, after he and Hitler had met a 
gathering of film stars. The boycott was, he wrote, ‘A great moral victory.’”® In 
Der Angriff, Goebbels celebrated the Berlin public’s ‘violent participation’ in the 
whole event, but many other observers, like the British Ambassador in Berlin, 
Horace Rumbold, noted the indifference or active disapproval of many people 
across Germany towards the boycott.” 
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The consensus among historians today is that the boycott did not get the 
widespread support the Nazis hoped for; Friedländer calls it a ‘failure’. Given 
that the boycott was called off after one day, and not subsequently renewed, 
and that it did not stop the criticism of anti-Semitism in Germany from abroad, 
this is understandable, but there is a wider context to consider. The boycott did 
not provoke any kind of mass protest in Germany, and it did not dissuade the 
Nazis from further measures. Indeed, as Friedländer notes, frustrated by the level 
of public indifference to their anti-Semitism, the Nazis turned their energies to 
legislative measures against the Jews.® The public boycott of shops by consumers 
on 1 April was in any case only the most visible aspect of a larger ongoing 
campaign to sever economic connections with Jewish concerns in Germany, and 
this continued apace. In May 1933, for example, Germany’s largest commercial 
enterprise, the Imperial Railway (Deutsche Reichsbahn) ordered its many divisions 
‘to suspend all contracts with Jewish firms and to avoid doing business with them 
in the future’.*! Jochen Klepper, a devout Protestant writer and radio employee 
in Berlin, noted before 1 April that the public boycott only legalized what he 
called the existing ‘silent boycott’ of Jewish enterprises of all kinds. Recording 
in his diary on 5 April that the boycott had not been resumed, he asked what 
help that was when Jewish doctors, lawyers, and artists were still being excluded 
from their professions.: The French Ambassador, André Francois-Poncet, made 
a similar point in his report to the Foreign Ministry in Paris. He noted that the 
boycott of Jewish shops was only one form taken by the anti-Semitic struggle, 
and that it was ‘the most dangerous for the German economy and for the prestige 
of the Reich’. It was only this form which had been abandoned after 1 April. ‘In 
all other domains’, Frangois-Poncet wrote, the anti-Semitic struggle ‘is pursued 
with an implacable method and a bitter hatred’.®? 

Goebbels, although disappointed with the public reaction to the boycott, was 
undeterred, and quickly followed this with his participation in the notorious 
burning of the books. This ‘action against the un-German spirit’ was actually 
organized by a nationalistic student group, which planned a nationwide 
campaign to gather books written by racial or political opponents, and to burn 
them publicly in university towns.** On the evening of 10 May 1933 lorry-loads 
of books, some 20,000 in all, were brought from various libraries around Berlin 
and consigned to a huge bonfire by students on the Opera Square in front of the 
University. Large crowds had gathered, despite steady rain, forewarned of the 
event. When the fire was started, according to Der Angriff, which reported on the 
event in the present tense favoured by Goebbels, ‘Eager expectation lights up all 
eyes ... The burning glow is reflected in the countless windows of the adjoining 
state buildings, and over the flames a rain of sparks rises vertically into the sky.’ 
Goebbels spoke to the crowd from a hastily erected rostrum. He began his short 
speech by announcing that ‘the age of an overreaching Jewish intellectualism 
is now at an end’. He celebrated the way ‘youth’ was seizing the initiative, and 
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declared: ‘The old lies in the flames. The new will rise anew out of the flames 
of our own hearts!’ The next day Goebbels wrote: ‘I was in the best form ... A 
glorious summer begins outside today.’*° 

This complacent satisfaction extended to Goebbels’ perception of the press 
reaction to his behaviour. He noted that the coverage in Germany of the boycott 
on 1 April was ‘fabulous’,’’ without appearing to concede that much of the 
German press was already deferential to the point of sycophancy to the Nazi 
movement. He entirely misjudged the reaction abroad, which he simply could 
not understand. This incomprehension, which was also manifested as contempt, 
was evident in Goebbels’ wider attitude towards foreign affairs. In 1933, he was 
twice involved in an entirely new role, as a state representative abroad. The first 
came in late May when he and Magda went as honorary guests with a German 
delegation to Fascist Italy. They were warmly welcomed, and treated with great 
hospitality. Goebbels, who had an exaggerated admiration for Mussolini, basked 
in the atmosphere of mutual admiration and wrote with great regard of the 
achievements of Italian Fascism. He was delighted by the enthusiasm shown for 
Magda, and rather flattered, when he met Mussolini, to be called ‘Il dottore’.®® 

In September 1933 Goebbels travelled to Geneva briefly to represent Germany 
at the League of Nations’ Disarmament Conference. He loathed the whole thing, 
which he described as a ‘parliamentarianism of the nations’. The very process 
of diplomacy antagonized him, and he dismissed those conducting it on behalf 
of the other nations as fools. ‘For us that is nothing’, he wrote. Nor did he 
like Switzerland. The climate, he thought, was ‘musty and mild. Unbearable 
for a north German.’® The Times in London was not convinced by Goebbels’ 
sincerity, noting that he used many ‘fine phrases’ in trying to portray the benign 
character of the new regime in Germany, and its peaceful intentions.” Goebbels 
was happy to fly back to German soil, and delighted when Hitler withdrew from 
the Conference and the League of Nations altogether in October 1933. This he 
thought a great propaganda coup, and he rejoiced in the greater isolation it 
brought the Nazi government in Germany. It was too much effort for Goebbels 
to try to make sense of foreign countries or their representatives, and he retreated 
to the bubble of Nazi propaganda which he was constructing with Hitler, and 
now with the help of others like Albert Speer, Leni Riefenstahl, and, less willingly, 
the conductor Wilhelm Furtwängler. 

Although Goebbels argued frequently with Magda, as indeed they had since 
the earliest days of their relationship, there were no disputes between them about 
the central tenets of Nazism, with one exception: Magda wished to be more 
involved in Party work than any woman was allowed. Already she was moving 
into the position of idealized ‘Reich mother’ that she later so fully occupied. She 
even gave a radio speech on ‘The German Mother’ in May 1933, which Goebbels 
conceded was ‘complete in form’.*' Apart from this, Magda was confined to 
a representative role, appearing at official functions, and to an informal role, 
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helping individual German women with private problems. She was aware that 
she was very much in the public eye, and took great care not to compromise her 
husband. In May 1933 for example, the Berlin journalist Bella Fromm wrote a 
short feature on Magda, but before publication she was advised in a letter from 
Magda’s secretary that the ‘Frau Reichsminister does not desire the fact to be 
made public that she is interested in Buddhism.’”? 


23. Goebbels in 1933 
with his wife Magda, 
their first child Helga 
and, in the background, 
Harald Quandt, 
Magda’s son from her 
first marriage. Only 
Harald survived the 
collapse of the ‘Third 
Reich’. 





In July Magda was again pregnant. Through these months, although he 
now spent much of his time with foreign pressmen, and with the mass media, 
Goebbels was still a Party activist, and this was the work he enjoyed most. 
For him, the ‘socialism’ in the Party’s title was not mere rhetoric. Economic 
conditions were slowly improving in Germany in 1933, but from a very low 
base. There was grinding poverty in the big cites, and Goebbels worked hard to 
promote two characteristic Nazi social measures, the Winterhilfe (Winter Help), 
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and the Eintopfgericht (a fortnightly ‘one pot meal’, instituted as a symbol of 
collective austerity). The latter was no great hardship for Goebbels, who did not 
care greatly for food or drink, and, more enthusiastically than most of the Nazi 
leaders, he relished his first ‘one pot meal’ on 1 October 1933. He wrote that it 
tasted ‘glorious’.?° Later that month, on his birthday, Goebbels diverted 80,000 
marks from the Gau office to the ‘Winter Help’. He went to Moabit, one of the 
poorest areas of Berlin, for a Party meeting. Schoolchildren sang folk songs for 
him, and he wrote that he was ‘really happy in the love of all the people.’ He 
was 36 years old, and he reflected later that night: 


Magda is my sweet wife and comrade. My colleagues and friends are loyal to 
me. Hitler is my leader and my friend. I have a great task, I am healthy, and 
furious for work [arbeitswütig].?* 


In November 1933 elections were held for the Reichstag, and added to these was 
a referendum on Hitler’s decision to leave the League of Nations. Most foreign 
observers thought this whole process a farce: only the Nazi Party was allowed 
to stand for the Reichstag, and huge pressure was exerted on the population to 
vote ‘Yes’ in the referendum. Opening the campaign, Goebbels declared that in 
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24. Goebbels inaugurates the ‘one pot meal’ with Hitler, October 1933. This was an austerity 
measure all good Germans were encouraged to share once a fortnight. For Goebbels, who 
cared little for food or drink, this was a real pleasure. In his diary he wrote that this one 
pot meal tasted ‘glorious’. (TBJG, 2 October 1933, TI, 2/III, p. 282.) 
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its foreign affairs Germany wanted above all an honourable reconciliation with 
France.” In the event some 90 per cent of the votes cast were in support of the 
Nazis. Goebbels, who had organized a sophisticated propaganda campaign, and 
given speeches in several major cities before the elections, was delighted: ‘It is 
achieved’, he wrote, ‘the German Volk is united. Now we can stand up against 
the world.” Even critics of the Nazis were amazed by what the new regime had 
accomplished since coming to power in January. The French Ambassador to 
Berlin wrote: 


The astonishing thing in this revolution is the speed with which it has been 
executed; it is also the ease with which it has been carried through, and the 
little resistance it has encountered.? 


Victor Klemperer, who had voted ‘No’ in the referendum, and written ‘No’ on 
his Reichstag ballot paper, wrote: ‘I was laid low ... I too am beginning to believe 
in the power and permanency of Hitler. It’s dreadful.’* 

For Goebbels, these were days of rare fulfilment. Ten years previously, he 
had sat alone in a cold bedroom in provincial Rheydt, dreaming of success as a 
playwright or author. Now he was married to a beautiful woman; he had a lovely 
daughter, and hoped for a son in the New Year. He was a man of property, and 
a published author. Above all he was a celebrated public figure, and everywhere 
he went in Germany he received the acclamation of ordinary people. ‘I am 
completely happy among the Volk’, he wrote on 18 November. A couple of days 
later he attended a celebration of German choral music at the State Opera in 
Berlin: ‘Wonderful. Complete. Really great choral culture. And glorious music: 
Schubert, Beethoven. Dances and singing.’” 

Nor did Goebbels forget his attachment to his supporters. Magda had also 
taken to heart her husband’s concern for the families of the SA men, especially for 
‘those left behind by the fallen’. As Christmas approached, she and her secretary 
sent out invitations to a list of these women and their children, inviting them to 
a Christmas party. Magda’s chauffeur-driven car would pick them up and return 
them to their homes in the poorer parts of Berlin afterwards.' On 17 December 
Goebbels spoke in ‘biting cold’ to a gathering of old fighters at the dedication of 
a memorial to SA man Kütemeyer by the Landwehr canal.'! The party for those 
‘left behind’ was held on 20 December, and he commented: ‘Magda is really 
in her element.’ 25 December 1933 was, Goebbels wrote, ‘my most beautiful 
Christmas’. He went to a street party in Moabit, where 1,400 children were given 
presents by the SA: 


A stirring festival. Stormy applause breaks out when I arrive. I speak briefly 
right from the heart. And it goes also to the heart. Many mothers cry when 
they step up with their children to the tables with the presents.'% 
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Perhaps the closest of Hitler’s associates is Dr Paul Goebbels, the Minister of 
Propaganda, ... That this pale-faced little man with the haggard cheeks and 
the clubfoot should have built up for himself so outstanding a position in the 
New Germany, which has been taught to make physical perfection its ideal, is 
a tribute to his genius and determination, while all who know him will bear 
testimony to the keenness of his mind. 

G. Ward Price, Berlin correspondent for the Daily Mail.’ 


Goebbels will go down in history as Hitler’s Propaganda Minister, and most of his 
working time after March 1933 was taken up with this role. With characteristic 
disdain, when he moved into a nineteenth-century building in the Wilhelmplatz 
to take up his appointment, he had the interior rearranged to suit his own 
tastes. Hindenburg, when formally confirming the young Goebbels as Propaganda 
Minister, urged him to exercise office in an ‘above-party’ manner,” but this was 
hopelessly naive. In an interview in Der Angriff Goebbels declared bluntly that 
the main task of the new ministry was ‘to shape public opinion’. More specifically 
he said that what he called ‘People’s Propaganda’ was not a cliché, ‘but rather 
an art, which demanded enormous tact and knowledge of the people’s soul 
[Volksseele]’.? In office, Goebbels devoted all his energies to ceremonies designed 
to glorify the Nazi movement, and to making the arts and the media - as far as 
he could - support the Party. Goebbels delighted in the opportunity to deploy 
theatrical effects, music, and huge masses of people in Party rituals. In the first 
few months of his ministry, he developed the essential features of the huge Nazi 
rallies which shocked and fascinated the rest of the world, and which they now 
apprehended more fully, thanks to the use of radio and film. 

The funeral still had pride of place in Goebbels’ repertoire, and he now 
exploited the opportunity to present dead Nazis as martyrs for the nation as 
well as the movement. Within days of Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor on 30 
January 1933, Goebbels had staged the funeral of an SA man and a policeman 
killed that day as a ‘state burial’.* The annual Party rally in Nuremberg was also 
now presented as a national occasion, rather than as a Nazi Party ceremony. 
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Albert Speer claims to have contributed the idea of using vast swastika flags 
as a backdrop, with searchlights pointing into the sky to form a ‘cathedral of 
light’, initially for the ceremonies on the Tempelhof field on 1 May 1933, which 
subsequently became standard fixtures at Nuremberg.° With this enhanced 
visual dimension to the spectacle Goebbels engaged Leni Riefenstahl to shoot 
a documentary film of the rally in September 1933, to be called The Victory of 
Faith, a title encapsulating Hitler and Goebbels’ belief in the importance of ‘the 
idea’. The film today appears clumsy, a trial run for the later Triumph of the Will, 
but Goebbels was enthusiastic when it was premiered in December 1933, calling 
it a ‘picture-symphony’.® 

Hitler and Goebbels invited the British, American, and French ambassadors to 
the Party rally, as well as other foreign guests, but they failed entirely to understand 
the perception of most foreigners that Nazism was crude, violent, and barbaric. 
Goebbels was intoxicated by the huge enthusiasm for his propaganda spectacles 
in Germany itself. He found himself at the centre of vast crowds, often hundreds 
of thousands strong, generating a mass hysteria which was new in European 
history. He thought that the Party rally in 1933 went ‘like clockwork’, and he 
waxed lyrical about the quasi-religious nature of the occasion.’ He and Hitler had 
developed a narcissistic fascination with their propaganda, and they often relaxed 
together by watching their own speeches on film, or listening to sound recordings 
of themselves. As they made their first excursions into the polished world of 
international diplomacy, they felt that they were misunderstood, and they used 
their massive popularity inside Germany to justify their acts, and to justify the 
worst excesses of their supporters. At the Nuremberg Rally in September 1933 
Goebbels reviewed the government’s handling of the ‘Jewish question’, which 
he said had been at the heart of the ‘national revolution’. He repeated Richard 
Wagner’s description of ‘the Jew’ as ‘the demon of decay’, and proclaimed: ‘In 
opposition to him stands the Aryan man as creative figure.’ In case anyone still 
imagined that anti-Semitism was a marginal aspect of Nazism Goebbels stated 
that: ‘The future of our Volk lies in the solution of this problem.’ He argued that 
the April boycott of Jewish shops had been carried through without violence or 
bloodshed, and, in typically truculent fashion, declared that just as the Nazis 
had fought the internal opposition during the Weimar years, now they would 
stand up against international condemnation.® 

Goebbels frequently took this line with foreign journalists and diplomats in 
1933. Not least because of the enormous publicity Goebbels himself gave to them, 
his speeches were relayed to an outside world which rapidly took on a view of 
him as the most rabid and uncompromising of Hitler’s lieutenants. The American 
Ambassador William Dodd wrote this description of Goebbels - whom he called 
‘Hitler’s first lieutenant’ - shortly after arriving in Germany in 1933: 
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He makes a point of stirring animosities and hatreds wherever there is 
opportunity, and he has combined all the newspapers, radio, publications 
and art activities of Germany into one vast propaganda machine ... He is far 
cleverer than Hitler, is much more belligerent, and, I am told, always refuses 
to have contacts with foreigners.’ 


Culture had been at the heart of the political view of Hitler and Goebbels, and 
they had both openly declared that in a national socialist dictatorship the arts 
would be expected to serve the Volk, after they had been rescued from the hands 
of the Jews. The burning of the books in May 1933 had far more than a symbolic 
impact. Accompanied as it was by widespread physical intimidation of Jewish 
intellectuals and artists, the clearest possible public message was sent out, that 
Jews were not to take further part in German cultural life. It followed the passing 
of the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service on 7 April, which 
demanded the immediate ‘retirement’ of ‘Civil servants not of Aryan origin’. 
This law applied to a huge range of state and municipal employees, including 
musicians, and was followed by similar discriminatory measures applying to other 
occupational categories. Goebbels moved immediately in April to enforce the 
exclusion of Jews from positions in the mass media. He welcomed the challenge 
thrown down by the conductor of the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, Wilhelm 
Furtwängler, who requested in an open letter in the Vossische Zeitung on 11 April 
that Jews who were ‘genuine artists ... like Walter, Klemperer, and Reinhardt’ be 
allowed to perform in Germany. The only distinction which should be recognized, 
he argued, was between ‘good and bad’ artists. 

Goebbels was a huge admirer of Furtwängler’s conducting, as were many others 
around the world. As Propaganda Minister Goebbels frequently attended the 
opera and the concert hall, and he often commented in his diary, as he had done 
since 1923, on the performance of individual musicians. Becoming more finicky 
as he became accustomed to world-renowned performers in Berlin, he found 
provincial concerts, and even the performance of Party groups like the National 
Socialist Symphony Orchestra increasingly unbearable. Furtwängler was one 
musician he always singled out for glowing praise. Nonetheless, Goebbels relished 
the opportunity provided by Furtwängler’s request to justify the exclusion of Jews 
from the arts. He replied in an open letter, which was published in all Germany’s 
leading newspapers. ‘There can be no art in the absolute sense, as it is understood 
by liberal democracy’, he declared, and he thanked Furtwängler for the ‘many 
hours of genuinely formative, great, and often overwhelming art’ which he had 
given to ‘his political friends and hundreds of thousands of good Germans’. 
Without actually referring to Jews as such, Goebbels used the coded language 
of the ‘Third Reich’ to justify the exclusion of ‘rootless’ and ‘destructive’ artists 
from public performance in Germany.” 
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The exchange of letters attracted huge interest around the world, and was misin- 
terpreted by many as a genuine dialogue. In fact, Goebbels easily outmanoeuvred 
Furtwängler, who was himself a passionate German nationalist, and had already 
compromised hopelessly by seeking only exemptions to the more general 
exclusion of the Jews from wide areas of German life. He was trapped in under- 
standings of ‘German’ nationalism and ‘German music’ which overlapped with 
Goebbels’ own vision, and was mollified by Goebbels’ temporary acceptance of 
the continued presence of Jewish musicians in the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra. 
The orchestra was in any case on the verge of bankruptcy, and was shortly 
after this brought effectively under state ownership. Furtwängler continued to 
conduct the orchestra at prominent state occasions, while the exclusion of the 
Jews continued around him.!! The Jewish musicians in the Berlin Philharmonic 
were excluded by 1935, and Furtwängler’s Jewish secretary, Berta Geissmar, 
escaped to Britain.” 

Goebbels was delighted with this success, and planned a central role for 
Furtwängler in his broader reorganization of the arts in Germany. Goebbels 
took from Fascist Italy the corporatist notion of the occupational chamber, and 
in July 1933 secured Hitler’s agreement to the establishment of a ‘Reich Chamber 
of Culture’, to be controlled from the Propaganda Ministry. Goebbels planned 
within this seven separate Chambers, of Music, Press, Film, Theatre, Radio, the 
Visual Arts, and Literature. His fondest hope was to secure the cooperation of 
leading artists in every field to serve as ‘Presidents’ and ‘Vice Presidents’, as 
well as in subordinate posts. In this he was extraordinarily successful, and the 
capitulation of famous artists to the Nazi regime was encapsulated in the Reich 
Music Chamber, which aroused more international interest than the others. 
The elderly composer Richard Strauss, the living embodiment of the German 
classical tradition, agreed to serve as President of the Reich Music Chamber, and 
Furtwängler took on the vice presidency. Both attended the festive opening 
of the Reich Chamber of Culture on 15 November 1933. They sat in the front 
row, along with Hitler and his Cabinet, while Goebbels, who was named as the 
President of the whole organization, delivered an introductory speech. This was 
preceded by a performance of Beethoven’s Egmont Overture, and Strauss’ Festive 
Prelude. Goebbels wrote that this was ‘My dream fulfilled.’ 

This ecstatic comment can be interpreted in several ways. At one level Goebbels 
was surely speaking of his long held ambition to be an artist. As a young man he 
had dreamed of working in the theatre, perhaps as a producer, or as a playwright. 
Now he had unparalleled influence over the artistic life of a nation. At another 
level, the Reich Chamber of Culture gave Goebbels authority in an area which 
he thought he had earlier secured Hitler’s agreement to control, but which since 
January 1933 was disputed by other state and Party authorities. Despite the rather 
vague remit given to the Propaganda Ministry to oversee the arts, Goebbels 
had found himself fighting to delineate his powers against those of the Interior 
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Ministry run by Wilhelm Frick, the Prussian Ministry of Culture run by Bernhard 
Rust, and since July 1933 against those of the German Labour Front, run by Robert 
Ley. This body had supplanted Germany’s trade unions and Ley had sought to 
bring the professional associations of German artists under his control. It was 
this specifically which had prompted Goebbels to request permission to organize 
a Reich Chamber of Culture. Outside these bodies, Alfred Rosenberg had since 
1928 run the so-called ‘Fighting League of German Culture’, which had led the 
revolutionary agitation against what the Nazis called ‘cultural Bolshevism’ at 
street-level. Rosenberg’s ‘Fighting League’, acting with the SA and local Party 
groups, had played an important part at local level in organizing the notorious 
demonstrations against Jewish conductors and musicians after January 1933.1 





25. The ‘Senate’ of the Reich Chamber of Culture meeting in the ‘Throne Room’ of the 
Propaganda Ministry. Through this institution Goebbels hoped both to reinvigorate and 
to control ‘German culture’. 


Between November 1933 and April 1945, the Reich Chamber of Culture was 
the chief instrument through which Goebbels sought to control the arts in 
Germany. It rapidly grew into a huge organization, with over 2,000 employees 
of its own, and hundreds of thousands of members from every field of the arts, 
ranging from internationally known celebrities like Strauss and Furtwängler to 
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technicians in the film industry and theatre costumiers. In ideological terms, 
Goebbels represented the Chamber of Culture as a new development in the 
relationship between culture and the state, which replaced the traditionally 
individual, atomized role of the creative artist, with one in which the artist was 
bound to and part of the larger Volksgemeinschaft. The Volk, Goebbels declared in 
his inaugural speech, was the ‘source of his [the artist’s] fertility’. More practically 
Goebbels was now able to redirect the localized, revolutionary agitation against 
‘cultural Bolshevism’ into legislative channels." 

Through the Chamber of Culture Goebbels was able to exercise direct control 
over the arts in two ways: first, by sponsoring and encouraging certain kinds 
of artistic production and, second, by regulating membership of the separate 
chambers within the organization. The Law establishing the Reich Chamber of 
Culture also gave it wide-ranging powers of censorship, and the power to exclude 
artists from membership of an individual chamber. Those excluded were at the 
same time forbidden to work in any artistic capacity. Above all, this allowed 
Goebbels to pursue the exclusion of Jews from what he imagined as ‘German 
culture’, frequently applying more discriminatory criteria than were used in 
other occupational categories. It is no exaggeration to say that getting anyone 
suspected of Jewish ancestry or even with Jewish family connections out of 
the multifarious branches of the Chamber of Culture became an obsession for 
Goebbels. Inevitably it took time to set up the bureaucratic machinery of the 
Chamber of Culture, but from early in 1934 Goebbels started to exclude Jews 
from membership. From 1935 this was systematically applied.'® 

Given that so many musicians and other artists of international distinction 
had fled Germany since January 1933, it was enormously helpful to the Nazi 
regime to have the public support of celebrities like Strauss and Furtwängler. The 
other art in which Goebbels took particular interest was cinema. He had, since 
his early days in Berlin with Schweitzer, become increasingly fascinated by film 
and its growing possibilities. After 1933, there was more scope for the Nazis to 
produce films for the general public, and potentially, to realize Goebbels’ vision 
of a ‘National Socialist film’, which could sublimate propaganda messages in the 
established model of the commercial feature film. 

There was also potential for the clumsy representation of Nazi mythology, and 
Goebbels was wary of the highest ideals of ‘the movement’ being cheapened, or 
battened on by opportunists. This is undoubtedly why he acted first to censor, 
and then significantly to alter the film of Horst Wessel made in 1933 by a group 
including Franz Wenzler and ‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl, now Hitler’s foreign press chief. 
The film was based on a biography of Horst Wessel by Hanns Heinz Ewers, which 
ironically Goebbels had greatly admired when he read it in November 1932. 
As the film neared its premiere, scheduled to coincide with Wessel’s birthday 
on 9 October 1933, Goebbels acted with characteristic intransigence. On the 
day of the anniversary, Goebbels banned any showing, and arranged for an 
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‘interview’ to be published in Der Angriff to justify the ban. In the interview 
Goebbels argued that any film made about ‘the National Socialist idea’ must be 
of ‘absolutely first-class artistic quality’; and that a film about Horst Wessel was 
even more important than others made depicting the SA. His martyrdom must 
not be sentimentalized. In this case, argued Goebbels, the music for the film was 
splendid, but there was much about the film that contradicted the ‘historical 
truth’. The figure of Horst Wessel as portrayed did not approach the character of 
the man in reality. Asked by his interviewer whether the ban was an attack on 
artistic freedom, Goebbels answered that it was the very opposite, and would be 
welcomed by all true artists because of its demand for the highest standards." 
Hanfstaengl later wrote that the film was censored because ‘It was too bourgeois 
in approach, emphasized Horst Wessel’s Christian background too much, was 
not full of the National-Socialist revolutionary spirit, was trite - everything was 
wrong.’'® At the time Goebbels was privately more succinct, and more brutal: 
‘Most bloody stupid dilettantism.’'? 

There has been much discussion of why Horst Wessel was censored, and David 
Welch has argued that it was primarily a move intended to assert Goebbels’ 
control of the German film industry.” It is instructive to look at what Goebbels 
did on the same day as the film was censored, a move which was by no means 
guaranteed to bring him popularity with Party activists. His involvement with 
the Horst Wessel cult was more than an opportunistic gesture, as it is frequently 
portrayed. This is Goebbels’ own record of what he was doing the day before 
the premiere: 


In the afternoon, Riefenstahl and Cemnitzer to coffee. We rummaged through 
Der Angriff from Horst Wessels’ time. Blessed memories. 

Guest performance of Italian opera at the Städtische opera. ‘Aida’. Really 
great. These glorious, wonderful, voices. That is the most beautiful in music 
that one can hear. 

Afterwards at home with us, Leni Ri. and Willi Fritsch. Chatted about film. 

Prohibition of the Horst Wessel film is arousing great interest. But I stand 
firm.” 


And on the day of the anniversary: 


Yesterday: talked through my concerns with Funk. Magda and myself ill. Flu. 
Mister Ebbutt from The Times. I am building up a new reputation with the 
Berlin foreign correspondents. I think it will work. Things are bad in foreign 
affairs. We are quite isolated. Italy? Pah! 
With the Chief: prohibition of the Wessel film. Hanfstaengl is agitating. 
Won'’t offer me his hand. Chief is furious with him. I will not give up. I am 
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responsible for the remembrance of Wessel. Chief agrees. The press has its 
sensation. 

To the Friedrichshain hospital. Spoke in pouring rain on Wessel’s birthday. 
Dedicated his death room as a memorial chamber. Went alone to the grave. 
His mother insufferable.?? 


In the course of this speech in the hospital courtyard, Goebbels said: ‘Today it 
is cheap and easy to step behind the dead and to misuse them for trivial effect.’ 
He portrayed the followers of Horst Wessel as ‘a sworn community’ pledged to 
a memory which must not be ‘falsified’.*? Only after many cuts had been made, 
and the direct reference to events in Wessel’s life had been removed, was the film 
reissued, under the name Hans Westmar, in December 1933. In its synthesis of a 
heroic personal narrative, the funeral ceremony, and stirring music, the cult of 
Horst Wessel embodied all the elements most central to Goebbels’ propaganda, 
the cult of sacrifice, the overtones of religion, and the centrality of death. It 
was aesthetically located in wintry scenes, always most emotional for Goebbels. 
Although Goebbels resented the attempt of others to usurp (or, as with Wessel’s 
mother, to share) his monopoly of the representation of this cult, he also found 
Wenzler and Hanfstaengl’s representation unacceptably trivial. 

By the spring of 1934, the Nazis had been in power for a year. Although Hitler 
had succeeded in establishing dictatorial executive powers, and in destroying 
many possible centres of opposition to his rule, the Party was approaching a 
fateful crisis. In contrast to the euphoria of ‘national revolution’ in the spring 
of 1933, a widespread feeling of discontent was abroad in Germany, not just 
amongst Jews and the many others who had direct cause to loath Nazism, but 
amongst Party members and other circles on the right. Goebbels even had to start 
a ‘Campaign against Fault Finders and Grumblers’. Klemperer in Dresden read a 
report of Goebbels’ speech inaugurating this in the Sportpalast, and summarized 
parts of it: 


Gross rabble rousing and a ‘last warning to the Jews’. Flagrant threat of a 
pogrom if the foreign boycott does not cease. Promise not to harm them ‘if they 
remain in their homes’ and do not claim to be of ‘full or equal value’. Europe 
1934, Germany! - there is desperation behind the speech, a last attempt at 
diversion. Work on the housing projects and the Reich motorways is apparently 
faltering already.” 


Goebbels himself enjoyed this occasion, which he described as ‘a fighting meeting 
like in the old times. Against bleaters and carpers.’? 

As so often in Goebbels’ life, a political crisis coincided with important 
developments in his private life. Since January 1933, Goebbels, like many 
senior Nazis, had become a wealthy man. His books, initially printed by the 
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Nazi publishing house in Munich, Franz Eher, now sold thousands of copies, 
generating large royalties, and he earned a considerable salary as a minister. The 
heroic narrative of his leadership in Berlin, with the title Kampf um Berlin (The 
Struggle for Berlin), first published in 1932, went through several reprints, and he 
sold the rights for this for 15,000 marks in April 1933.” His rewritten diary of 
events before the ‘seizure of power’, published in Germany as Vom Kaiserhof zum 
Reichskanzlei in 1934, and in English translation as My Part in Germany’s Fight 
in 1935, sold even better.” He also published pamphlets and books containing 
selected speeches, and an exercise in photo-journalism, Das erwachende Berlin 
(Berlin Awakening). The collection of speeches entitled ‘Revolution of the Germans’ 
had sold over 10,000 copies by January 1934, earning Goebbels another 1,500 
marks.’ Sales of Goebbels’ books were boosted by local Party branches and 
organizations which bought them to distribute as gifts to activists. 

Goebbels bought a string of new cars for himself and Magda, and by early 
1934 was learning to drive himself. According to Schaumburg-Lippe, Goebbels 
was a reckless driver with more confidence than competence, and it seems that 
he mainly, perhaps wisely, left this to others.” He and Magda now rented a 
lakeside house in Kladow on the Wannsee, where they frequently entertained 
artists, musicians, film stars and producers. In March 1934 Goebbels bought a 
motor boat, with the Nordic name of Baldur, and used this for excursions on 
the many waterways around Berlin and Potsdam. He had a definite vision of the 
role a minister’s wife in the ‘Third Reich’ ought to play, and on the whole Magda 
conformed very well to this. She was nonetheless strong-willed, and at times 
they quarrelled angrily. There was ‘a terrible row’ when she received guests at a 
New Year’s reception in 1934 dressed in a negligee.*° Magda had been pregnant 
since July 1933, and there was a serious deterioration in marital relations. Their 
second daughter, Goebbels recorded, was born on 13 April 1934: ‘Tt is a girl and is 
called Hilde. At first she brought disappointment, but then joy and happiness.’?! 
Family life with young children was not easy for Goebbels. He complained a few 
weeks later that he felt himself ‘unbearably unfree’.*” 

Goebbels had long been aware of the difficulties the Party had with the SA. This 
organization had grown enormously during 1933, providing opportunities and 
salaries for a handful of leaders, but leaving many of the rank and file disgruntled 
and underemployed. Many SA men had participated in lawless violence in the 
early months of the Nazi ‘revolution’, but by early 1934, Hitler had made efforts 
to restrain this. The improvised torture cellars and detention centres of the SA 
had given way to the beginnings of the concentration camp system, run by the 
SS. Expectations that the SA would be turned into some kind of ‘people’s army’ 
had been frustrated, and the Reichswehr had made clear to Hitler its opposition 
to any usurpation of its own role. Goebbels had a complex position in this 
growing confrontation. He had strongly identified with the SA, with its socialist 
aspirations, its activism, and its embodiment of the revolutionary ideal. He 
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had, on the other hand, long been disgusted by the homosexuality of several 
SA leaders, and when the crisis came in late June 1934, this weighed heavily 
with him. It appears that he had no foreknowledge of Hitler’s decision to act 
ruthlessly, and to carry out a bloody purge of opponents on the night of 30 June, 
but Goebbels had long ago cast his lot with Hitler. As the events which have 
become known as the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ unfolded, he had no hesitation 
in acting with him. 

Through May 1934, Goebbels fretted about the SA, and about its leadership. He 
recorded on 14 May a private conversation with Hitler about Röhm’s ‘nauseating’ 
homosexuality.** Over the next few weeks he noted his growing concern over the 
tension between Röhm and Hitler, and between the SA and the Reichswehr. In 
June Hitler sent the whole SA on leave for amonth. From a completely separate 
quarter, a nucleus of opposition to Nazism had formed in the conservative, 
Catholic circles around the former Chancellor von Papen, still Vice Chancellor in 
Hitler’s Cabinet. The tension in Germany was enormously heightened on 17 June 
when Papen delivered a speech at Marburg University, unambiguously calling for 
a return to some form of representative, pluralistic government, and criticizing 
‘pseudo-religious materialism’.** At the time Goebbels had just returned from 
another excursion into German foreign policy, a visit to Poland to consolidate 
the ‘Non-Aggression Pact’ signed in January 1934 between the two countries. 


26. Goebbels with 
Marshal Pilsudski on a 
state visit to Poland, 14 
June 1934. Although 
Goebbels in his diary 
described Pilsudski 
as ‘half-Asiatic’ and a 
‘despot’, he thought 
he was a ‘great man 
and a fanatical Pole ... 
At his wish we were 
photographed together.’ 
(TBJG, 16 June 1934, TI, 
3/1, p. 63.) 





Goebbels moved immediately to prevent publication of Papen’s speech, 
‘on Hitler’s order’,?° but not before it had been printed in early editions of the 
Frankfurter Zeitung, and over the next few days Papen was on several occasions 
applauded in public. Rumours of an alternative government around Hindenburg 
and Papen gathered pace. It was in this fraught atmosphere that Goebbels argued 
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bitterly with Magda. Before his trip to Warsaw he had written that ‘crises’ with 
her had become ‘almost unbearable’. After his return they quarrelled more bitterly 
and he wrote on 22 June that he had learned ‘a dreadful thing from Magda’, and 
that there were ‘terrible scenes’. It is not clear what Magda told him, but we may 
presume that it was to do with a former or current infidelity, sexual or emotional. 
After a busy day dealing with numerous agitated callers, including Papen, and 
a speech before a massive audience in Berlin, Goebbels wrote: 


Magda comes from Kladow. Tears, scenes, it is no longer to be borne. She is 
at bottom good. I also carry much guilt. Must atone for that. Today grey and 
rainy. We are, inside, separated.” 


Goebbels had never before written about the problems in his relationship with 
Magda in such strong and unequivocal terms. 

As Goebbels’ marriage was shaken, the larger crisis in Germany was brewing. 
On 21 June Hitler had been summoned to see the President at his Prussian estate. 
There, he encountered Blomberg, the commander of the Reichswehr, who had 
just spoken with Hindenburg, and now threatened to impose martial law if Hitler 
failed to deal with the SA leadership.** Hitler worked himself into a fury in the last 
days of June, convincing himself that Röhm was plotting a coup d’état, together 
with Schleicher, the French Ambassador Francois-Poncet, and other dissidents. 
Crucially, Hitler secured the support of the SS and the Reichswehr for a ‘secret 
and very important commission’, that is to say a mass execution of Röhm, other 
SA leaders, and other opponents of the regime.* In the last days of June, groups 
of SS men in Berlin and in Munich were equipped with lorries and weapons by 
the Reichswehr. On 29 June Goebbels wrote: 


Today, morning: call from the Fiihrer: fly to Godesberg straight away. So it’s 
all starting. In God’s name. Anything is better than this terrible waiting. I 
am ready.*° 


In Bad Godesberg, Hitler told Goebbels that Röhm was conspiring with Schleicher, 
Francois-Poncet, and Gregor Strasser. At 2.00 a.m., Hitler and Goebbels flew to 
Munich, where they drove straight to the Bavarian Interior Ministry, arriving 
at dawn. Goebbels described how Hitler tore the badges of rank from two local 
SA commanders before they drove off to Bad Wiessee, some 50 kilometres from 
Munich, where Röhm and other SA leaders were gathered, ostensibly for a 
conference. Goebbels described what then followed: 


Chronology: Arrest at Wiessee. Leadership very courageous. Chief brilliant. 
Heines tragic. With a pleasure boy. Röhm maintains his bearing. All without 
a hitch. Back to Munich ... 
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Interior Ministry Munich. Alarming news. But all calm. Führer with Killinger. 
Goes smoothly. Speech in front of the SA leaders. New laws for the Party. 
Fabulous impression. Something to eat. Then a ‘Call to the People’. Not a 
moment for sleep. From Berlin: Strasser dead, Schleicher dead, Bose dead, 
Clausener dead. Seven SA leaders in Munich shot. 


Summing up, Goebbels wrote that there had been no problems, ‘except that Frau 
Schleicher also fell. A shame, but nothing can be changed.”*! 

The ‘Night of the Long Knives’ was a significant moment for Goebbels, who 
was not merely involved in giving or communicating orders, but had been with 
Hitler when he confronted Röhm, Heines, and others who were later killed. 
After returning to Berlin, Hitler, ‘somewhat pale from the responsibility and the 
bitterness’, and Goebbels heard about continuing executions: 


Goring reports: Executions nearly finished. A few more are necessary. That 
is difficult, but necessary. Ernst, Strasser, Sander, Detten +. One last haggling 
session, then it all is over. It is difficult, but is not however to be avoided. There 
must be peace for 10 years. The whole afternoon with the Fiihrer. I can’t leave 
him alone. He suffers greatly, but is hard. The death sentences are received 
with the greatest seriousness. All in all about 60. 


Later that evening, Goebbels - and Magda - rejoined Hitler: 


The Führer is very nice to Magda and I. Also Göring, who stays for the whole 
day. Constant new reports. Dietrich reports on executions. Quite pale. We are 
not suited to be executioners.” 


This was a defining moment in the relationship between Goebbels and Hitler, 
when they took it upon themselves to be mass murderers, or as Goebbels 
reluctantly conceded, ‘executioners’. In future years the temptation to resort to 
killing opponents was one to which they had ever more frequent recourse, and 
became totally habituated to. It is highly significant that Magda spent so much 
time with Hitler and Goebbels over these few days. She made no protest about 
the killings. She undoubtedly also assumed a degree of responsibility, and this 
weighed heavily upon her in the last days of her life. 

Göring was the first to confront the outside world, giving a brief statement 
to the press at 3.00 p.m. on 1 July. Goebbels gave a longer account of events 
on the radio the same evening. Even at this stage, there was no effort to deny 
that a number of people, including SA and army officers, had been murdered 
in cold blood. Röhm, who had not yet been killed, was accused of plotting 
with Schleicher and the representative of a foreign power. Reuters in London 
reported that Schleicher and his wife were amongst those killed, allegedly for 
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resisting arrest. In a scathing leading article The Times in London described 
Goebbels’ radio speech as a ‘flamboyant broadcast account ... in keeping with 
the medievalism of the whole proceeding’.** In Germany there was a tense calm. 
Hindenburg sent Hitler a congratulatory telegram, saying ‘you have rescued the 
German Volk from a serious threat’,* and the Reichswehr did not protest about 
the shooting of Schleicher, or his wife. On 3 July Hitler reported on events to 
his Cabinet. Goebbels described how Papen attended, ‘completely broken’, and 
pleading for a dispensation. ‘All his people have been shot’, he wrote. ‘Also Edgar 
Jung. He deserved it.’ Jung was a conservative politician who had prepared 
Papen’s speech in Marburg. 

Characteristically, Hitler delayed before making a public statement on the 
killings. By 7 July Goebbels was, equally characteristically, fretting about this: ‘It 
is high time that the Führer spoke. That the list of people shot and the heap of 
available material is secured and published.’*’ As Hitler remained silent, Goebbels 
took the initiative, but in a curiously clumsy way. He determined to speak to 
the foreign press correspondents in Berlin, but instead of trying to explain the 
murders, he turned against his audience in a speech on 11 July, and heaped 
abuse on them. For all his professed intentions to develop better relations with 
foreign journalists, Goebbels treated them as he had treated ‘the asphalt press’ 
of the Weimar Republic, with contempt. The greater part of his speech consisted 
of a denunciation of the international press, supported by a sarcastic recitation 
of small errors in the reporting in different newspapers and on various radio 
stations, from Moscow to London. He did not discuss the actual events of the 
Röhm purge, but referred repeatedly to the orderly way in which German people 
were now going about their daily business. Working himself into a lather of 
indignation and scorn, he finished by responding to the foreign press, ‘in the 
name of the German people’, with the phrase ‘Pfui-Teufel!’, which he often used 
in his diary, and combines revulsion and disdain, translated best as ‘Ugh!’ or 
‘Yuck!’ in English.** Later he played Hitler a recording of the speech, and was 
pleased with his enthusiastic reaction. Together they discussed what Hitler might 
say to the Reichstag. Famously Hitler claimed there on 13 July that he had 
acted as ‘the Supreme Justiciar of the German Volk’, and had been compelled 
to dispense summary justice to prevent a revolution.® A retrospective law was 
passed to legitimize the murders. The German judiciary made no protest about 
this post factum use of the law to legalize murder.*! 

The killings of 30 June and succeeding days were also an important moment in 
the history of the Nazi movement. Before the people of Germany, and the outside 
world, the leaders of the Party were revealed as calculating killers. Estimates of 
the number murdered varied, and are still not clear. Hitler admitted to 77 who 
had been killed in his Reichstag speech; the official list drawn up by the Nazis of 
those executed had 82 names on it. Historians today suggest the total was twice 
that.*? For Goebbels, who had idealized the SA, the sense of guilt was greater. 
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His adjutant Schaumburg-Lippe wrote later that he ‘more than once’ said to 
Goebbels ‘30 June 1934 was a day of treason against our revolution’. Goebbels 
did not answer, ‘except with a facial expression which expressed agreement.” 
Well before June 1934, Goebbels was a man used to violence at close quarters. 
For years he had carried a firearm, and may well have used it in anger. He had 
frequently been present at brawls, and had undoubtedly seen opponents beaten 
in SA offices and cellars. Now it was clear that even members of their own Party 
who threatened the authority of Hitler, Goebbels, Göring, and Himmler, were 
dispensable, and might expect the harshest treatment. For Goebbels there was 
a deep sense of loss that the old SA he had fought with was a thing of the past. 

The Nuremberg Rally in September 1934 was an opportunity to showcase the 
Nazi Party after the purge. Thanks to Leni Riefenstahl’s representation in Triumph 
of the Will, scenes from this rally have become the most familiar of all images from 
Hitler’s Germany. Goebbels was pleased with the successful production of the film, 
but of the actual event he wrote: ‘With the SA. A bunch of layabouts. No getting 
through. Some enthused, a few also embittered. The SA is not what it was.’** 
Although he still made a point of speaking to SA meetings, and of directing charity 
towards injured SA men and those ‘left behind by the fallen’, the revolutionary 
idealism of earlier days was gone forever. Goebbels frequently complained that 
his old colleague from Elberfeld, Viktor Lutze, who had accompanied Hitler and 
Goebbels in the arrest of SA leaders at Bad Wiessee, and subsequently replaced 
Röhm as SA leader, did not know how to inspire the SA or to give it new tasks, but 
in truth, it had no sufficient role after 1933. In March 1935 Hitler announced the 
introduction of compulsory military service in Germany, and he concentrated 
after this on building up the regular armed forces. 

After the killings of June 1934, Hitler and Goebbels moved to consolidate 
further their grip on power in Germany. Papen, who had only narrowly escaped 
with his life, was sent to Vienna as Ambassador after the murder of the Chancellor, 
Dollfuss, by Austrian Nazis and the botched attempt to seize power there in July 
1934. In August, Hindenburg died, and Goebbels, again aided by Speer, turned the 
funeral into a sombre celebration of Prussian militarism. Hindenburg was buried 
at the Tannenberg Memorial in East Prussia, and the fortress-like monument was 
draped in black cloth to receive the body.5° A special train was laid on to carry 
foreign diplomats and dignitaries to the funeral. The office of President was 
combined with that of the Chancellor, obviating the need for any replacement, 
and the armed forces took a personal oath of loyalty to Hitler. Although the Nazi 
grip on power in Germany was now secure, and the public construction of the 
Volksgemeinschaft was able to proceed in the full glare of Goebbels’ propaganda, it 
was to be many months before Goebbels shook off the gloom induced by private 
and public developments in 1934. Reviewing events early in 1935, Goebbels 
wrote: ‘The old year? It has burdened us with a mountain of cares. Away with 


166 Joseph Goebbels 


them! The new! Hopefully it will bring only success, and also victory through 
work and struggle.’°° 

This determined optimism was not helped by Goebbels’ perception of failings 
in many of his Party comrades. The oldest, and in some ways the closest, of 
these was Hans Schweitzer, who, after his days of caricaturing opponents in 
Der Angriff, had found less to do since 1933, and typically complained about 
this when he now met Goebbels. In February 1935 Goebbels blamed marriage 
for ruining Schweitzer, using what had long been one of the ultimate terms of 
contempt in his vocabulary: ‘That’s what a philistine marriage can make of a 
man.’” At a higher level in the Party, Goebbels was most concerned by the course 
taken by his fellow executioner, Hermann Goring. Since the ‘seizure of power’ 
Goring had developed his passion for pomp and ceremony, and for ever more 
ludicrous uniforms, much to the horror of Goebbels, who genuinely preferred 
a more austere simplicity, and saw clearly the incompatibility of Göring’s lavish 
lifestyle with the ideals of the movement. In April 1935 Göring married Emmy 
Sonnemann in a grotesquely luxurious ceremony, which provoked Goebbels: 
‘This troubles my conscience’, he wrote. ‘Have we the right to complain about 
the reds? I must only keep myself simple and not allow this pomp-hysteria to 
disturb me.’‘® 

‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl, who had entertained Hitler and Goebbels with his piano 
playing through the ‘time of struggle’, and foolishly imagined he could help to 
educate Hitler towards a broader view of foreign policy, had seriously antagonized 
Goebbels through his involvement with the abortive Horst Wessel film in 1933. By 
early 1935 Goebbels was describing him as a ‘plagiarist’, who was ‘embarrassing’. 
Hanfstaengl left Germany in early 1937. Goebbels was more concerned by the 
subtle rise to power within the Party of a new figure, Martin Bormann. In April 
1935 he wrote, after a long conversation with him in Munich, ‘He is a lively lad. 
But certainly very dangerous as an enemy.’° Goebbels constantly criticized other 
senior Nazis, like Streicher, Frick, Rust, and Ley. Above all he was continually 
irritated by Alfred Rosenberg, who had pretensions to be the philosopher of the 
Party, and its guardian of cultural integrity. More than anyone else, Rosenberg 
threatened constantly to trespass on affairs Goebbels considered his own domain: 
culture, the arts, and propaganda. The dislike was mutual. Rosenberg, who had 
been a comrade of Hitler in Munich since 1919, mistrusted Goebbels, and had 
been horrified by his open contempt for the foreign press after the killings of 30 
June 1934. In his own diary, Rosenberg wrote that not since 1914 had a public 
speech damaged German interests so seriously. He complained bitterly to Hitler 
about the ‘catastrophic impression’ Goebbels’ conduct had made abroad, and 
over the next few months both Rosenberg and Goebbels sought their leader’s 
support in their growing rivalry.‘! 
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Although the establishment of the Propaganda Ministry and its Reich Chamber 
of Culture in 1933 appeared to have confirmed Goebbels’ authority over the arts 
in Germany, Rosenberg had not taken this lying down. In January 1934 Hitler 
had conferred on him what Evans calls ‘the grandiloquent but essentially empty 
title’ of ‘Representative of the Führer for the Overall Philosophical and Intellectual 
Training and Education of the National Socialist Party’, and Rosenberg went on 
to create a multi-faceted and well-staffed organization of his own to meddle 
in cultural affairs. This included separate ‘offices’ dealing with Schooling, 
Philosophical Information, Literature, Research, Pre-History, Art Cultivation, 
and Press. Petropoulos calls it ‘a shadow propaganda ministry’. Rosenberg’s 
organization put on art exhibitions, commissioned academics to publish books, 
and ran several of Germany’s leading cultural journals, such as Die Musik (Music), 
and, from 1938, Die Kunst im Dritten Reich (Art in the Third Reich). It built up a so- 
called ‘Cultural-Political Archive’, a card index on all artists working in Germany. 
In 1935 Rosenberg sponsored the production of an ‘aggressively anti-Christian’ 
play in Low German dialect, featuring 650 actors, and intended for performance 
to audiences as large as 40,000 at a time.® 

The rivalry between Goebbels and Rosenberg has typically been cast in terms 
of ideological differences, or as part of struggle for power. Typically Rosenberg 
is portrayed as dogmatic and driven by ideology, Goebbels as pragmatic and 
opportunistic. Some writers have focused on their respective attitudes to specific 
artistic movements, for example casting Rosenberg as totally hostile to modernism 
in any form, and Goebbels as more open, particularly to Expressionism in the 
visual arts. Others have seen a simple jockeying for power behind their specific 
differences over artistic matters. Although there is more than a grain of truth 
in some of these portrayals - Rosenberg was dogmatic; Goebbels as a young 
man had flirted with Expressionism - they are too reductive, and ignore the 
personal factors which underlay the relationship. Goebbels had never been close 
to Rosenberg; although he contributed frequently to the Völkischer Beobachter, 
which Rosenberg nominally edited, this had not brought them into any kind of 
working partnership. Nor had they at any time socialized together, in the way 
that Goebbels had with Göring. Goebbels, who proudly identified himself as 
a Prussian, a north German, was scathing about Rosenberg’s Estonian origins, 
and saw him as an outsider, frequently referring to him in his diary as ‘the 
Balt’. Furthermore, Rosenberg was for Goebbels identified with Munich, and 
with the whole circle of hangers-on around Hitler which he detested. Before 
1933, Rosenberg had rarely come to Berlin where Goebbels felt the real struggle 
for power took place. This was more than a geographical quibble. Goebbels, 
although proud of his intellectual and cultural credentials, saw himself as an 
activist. Rosenberg had never been one of the Party’s street fighters, and although 
there were occasions when Goebbels admired him as a public speaker, his work 
for the Party was on the whole conducted from his desk. Rosenberg had never 
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put in anything like the time and commitment Goebbels had on the speaking 
circuit. He was not to be found amongst the poor at a Christmas street party, 
or at Horst Wessel’s grave in the February wind and rain. Nor could Rosenberg 
match Goebbels for sustained hard work. Goebbels despised his abilities as a 
practical politician. 

Goebbels was also jealous of Rosenberg’s relationship with Hitler, which predated 
his own by five years. Although Hitler was privately scathing about the nebulous 
‘philosophy’ expressed in Rosenberg’s book The Myth of the Twentieth Century, he 
retained a certain loyalty to him, expressed after 1933 in his willingness to allow 
Rosenberg to build up his own ludicrously inflated organization. Goebbels since 
1925 had become closer to Hitler than any other senior Nazi, and was confident 
in this, but he knew that Rosenberg still had access to Hitler, and was constantly 
inflamed by what he saw as Rosenberg’s stirring. Above all, Goebbels, who saw 
himself as a man of deeds as well as words, thought that he was better qualified, 
intellectually and practically, to shape the culture of the ‘Third Reich’. His diary 
is constantly peppered with scathing asides about ‘the Balt’, his amateurish 
efforts, his ‘half crazy’ colleagues, and his intriguing. Goebbels’ favourite way 
of describing Rosenberg and his activities involved the German noun Stänkerer, 
or the verb stänkern. The noun is insufficiently translated as a ‘grouser’, but the 
verb is better translated in this context as ‘to kick up a stink’. In 1934, Goebbels 
wrote about Rosenberg on 50 separate occasions in his diary. Only once was 
he complimentary. All the other references are critical, and range from milder 
comments about ‘annoyance’ and ‘concerns’ through to statements like ‘He 
really sours my life’, on 11 December 1934. In more relaxed mood, Goebbels had 
noted a fortnight earlier that, according to Hitler, Rosenberg ‘was like a woman 
who can cook, but instead of cooking plays the piano’. 

In addition to Rosenberg’s meddling, Goebbels faced other difficulties in his 
efforts to shape the development of the arts, and these are exemplified in 1934 
and 1935 by his relationship with the Thingspiel (which might be most accurately 
translated as a ‘play in a place of judgement’). This was a theatrical form which 
combined music, speech, and movement in open-air settings intended to be 
reminiscent of the meeting places of ancient ‘Germanic’ tribes. Building partly 
on the ‘proletarian festival plays’ of the 1920s, and on older traditions of ‘nature 
theatre’ and of ‘Volk theatre’, the Thingspiel emerged after 1933 as a kind of 
drama which offered a synthesis of German landscape, the Volk community, 
and the political messages of Nazism. It offered an alternative to the ‘bourgeois’ 
conventions of the classical theatre, located in the cities, embodying class 
distinctions and a separation between performers and audience.® By 1931 a ‘Reich 
League for the Encouragement of Open-air Theatre’ had been formed, and in 1933 
Goebbels gave it great encouragement. Around Germany, hundreds of new Thing 
sites were planned, often in places of great natural and symbolic beauty, like the 
Loreley rock overlooking the Rhine, or on the Annaberg, a mountain in Silesia 
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which was the site of a famous Freikorps victory over the Poles in 1921. When 
placed in cities, the Thing sites were surrounded by trees, and often integrated 
with existing historic buildings. Some were colossal, like that for 120,000 people 
on the Annaberg.‘ They were typically modelled on Greek amphitheatres, but 
some went further in seeking to symbolize the new Volksgemeinschaft. The Thing 
site built on the Holy Mountain outside Heidelberg was designed in the form of a 
human torso, to represent the symbolic union between performers and audience. 
The actual plays performed in these sites involved hundreds or even thousands of 
performers, and sought to represent types rather than individuals, partly through 
the use of a Sprechchor or ‘speaking choir’, a device also employed to chant 
slogans at Party rallies. The costumes worn had sometimes to be exaggerated so 
they would be visible from a great distance. Gerwin Strobl has drawn attention 
to the portrayal in the Thingspiel of the resurrected soldiers of the Great War, 
writing: ‘Faces whitened under their steel helmets, the fallen of the Great War 
marched in battalion strength across the arenas and open-air stages of the new 
Reich.’ The Volksgemeinschaft was extended to include the heroic dead, and ‘the 
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27. The Thing site on Heidelberg’s Holy Mountain, which Goebbels opened on the summer 
solstice in 1935. This was an open-air theatre, conceived of as an organic whole shaped like 
a human torso, for the performance of plays in which spectators and performers became 
one. Goebbels was doubtful about these plays, but liked the amphitheatre. It was, he wrote: 
‘National Socialism in stone.’ (TBJG, 24 June 1935, TI, 3/1, p. 252.) 
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Thingspiel appeared to give meaning at last to the German deaths in the Great 
War’. The amphitheatre on the Annaberg was overlooked by a mausoleum for 
the Freikorps men who had died there in 1921. 

Particularly in 1934, as new Thing sites were opened around Germany, the 
Thingspiel appeared genuinely popular, giving, as Strobl argues, expression to a 
yearning for national unity. By 1935, the movement was faltering. Goebbels was 
invited to the formal opening of the Thing site outside Heidelberg on midsummer 
night in 1935. He was lyrical in his enthusiasm for the amphitheatre: ‘A miracle 
work. National Socialism in stone. That is my plan. In the evening there a festive 
opening and solstice festival. I give a short speech, in the best form.’ He was 
less certain about the Thingspiel presented after his speech, Kurt Heynicke’s The 
Road to the Reich: 


The Thingspiel which follows is still very problematic. But at least it is an effort. 
In general we will do well to strike the word ‘cultish’ from our linguistic usage. 
That kind of thing will come of itself, and organically. A mild June night above 
Heidelberg. Old, not always completely happy memories.”! 


The reasons for the subsequent demise of the Thingspiel appear to be largely 
prosaic. The emphasis on types, and the need for a simple, declamatory, vocal 
delivery seriously limited the dramatic possibilities of the Thingspiel, and too few 
plays were written for the new sites. Those that were produced were increasingly 
banal and predictable. An element of rank amateurism also threatened the regime’s 
attempt to portray itself as the guardian of German high culture. Goebbels 
withdrew the Propaganda Ministry’s support for the Thingspiel movement in 
the autumn of 1935, and used his speech to propaganda officials at Nuremberg 
in September that year to proclaim publicly his previously private doubts. First 
he mocked the movement’s adherents: 


We do not have to stage a cult festival every time five national socialists are 
together ... I would like to therefore only to hope that we will keep words 
like ‘cult’ or ‘Thing’ or ‘mysticism’ out of our linguistic usage for at least 
ten years.”” 


Otto Laubinger, the President of the Reich Theatre Chamber and a fervent 
supporter of the Thingspiel, died a few weeks later. 

Goebbels appears to have been genuinely affected by Laubinger’s unexpected 
death. At the higher levels of the Party, Goebbels was now an isolated figure, 
rightly feared and mistrusted by others. Critically, he had the confidence and 
friendship of Hitler, by this time well used to the bickering of his senior officials. 
In these early years of the Nazi regime, Hitler discussed all major issues, internal 
and external, with Goebbels. They frequently watched films together, and 
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attended concerts and other cultural events. Hitler was a regular guest at the 
various Goebbels residences, and on boat trips. He enjoyed the company of 
Magda, and, according to Goebbels, of their children, sharing Goebbels’ own 
favouritism for his eldest daughter Helga. In contrast to the period between 
1929 and 1931, when he had been frequently frustrated with Hitler’s indecision, 
Goebbels had now developed an unqualified admiration for Hitler’s political 
skill and decision making, above all in foreign affairs. In recent years, historians 
have agreed that all the most significant decisions in Nazi Germany were taken 
by Hitler alone. Typically he appears to have consulted Goebbels after taking 
a decision, seeking from him confirmation of his earlier judgement. Goebbels, 
mesmerized by Hitler, was happy to play this role, and also took upon himself 
the responsibility to try to lighten the burden falling on Hitler. We can see this 
very clearly in the internal and external decisions of 1935 and 1936, which had 
such significance in the future. 

In September 1935, while at the Nuremberg Rally, Hitler called upon civil 
servants from the Ministry of the Interior to draft new laws on German citizenship. 
Working in a nearby villa, the officials soon ‘ran out of paper and requisitioned 
old menu cards’ for their work.” On the evening of 15 September a special 
meeting of the Reich was convened in Nuremberg, and Hitler called upon it to 
pass the three laws thus produced, which were then read out by Göring. The 
Reich Flag Law proclaimed that black, red, and white would henceforth be the 
national colours, and that the swastika flag was the national flag. The Reich 
Citizenship Law declared that only ‘Germans or those of kindred blood’ would 
henceforth be citizens. Others - mainly Jews - would be ‘subjects’. The Law 
for the Defence of Blood and Honour forbade marriage and sexual intercourse 
between Germans and Jews, and the employment of Jewish women below the age 
of 45 in ‘German’ houses. Jews were forbidden to display the national flag or the 
national colours. These laws, which were subsequently extended by numerous 
‘supplementary decrees’, provided the legal basis for the future persecution of 
the German Jews, and there has been much discussion of whether they were a 
hastily improvised response to a snap decision of Hitler’s, or whether they were 
part of a more considered programme.”* 

Goebbels first mentioned what he called the ‘Jewish laws’ in his diary on 13 
September 1935: the previous day, he wrote, he had discussed the proposed new 
Flag Law. On 14 September, Frick Hess and Goebbels went through the new 
citizenship laws with Hitler. On 17 September Goebbels wrote: ‘Jewry has been 
seriously cast down. We are the first for hundreds of years to have the courage 
to take the bull by the horns.’” In a speech to ‘propaganda workers’ the previous 
evening Goebbels had described the newly adopted laws as of ‘fundamental and 
secular importance’.’”° These late discussions with Hitler, and the last-minute 
improvisation by officials from the Interior Ministry,” appear superficially to 
confirm the idea that these laws were hastily adopted, but in fact there were a 
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whole series of previous measures and consultations which suggest the opposite. 
We should bear in mind also that both Hitler’s ‘Twenty-five Points’ of 1920, and 
the abortive Strasser/Goebbels ‘programme’ of 1925 had called for definitions of 
German citizenship which excluded Jews. In his earliest publication, Das kleine 
abc des Nationalsozialisten, Goebbels had used the concept of ‘German blood’.’® 
Since 1933 Goebbels had gone further than other ministers in excluding Jews 
from the media and the arts, and in the months before September 1935 he was 
particularly exercised by what he called the ‘Jewish question’. 

In March 1935 he was complaining that there were still too many Jews in the 
theatre and the cinema.” In May, Goebbels supported the decision to exclude Jews 
from the new requirement for military service. This was, he wrote, a ‘National 
Socialist law’.®° A few days earlier, strolling with Magda in the Kurfürstendamm, 
Berlin’s main shopping street, he had been outraged by the number of Jews still 
in evidence there. He was even more appalled in July by reports that there had 
been a ‘Jewish demonstration’ against an anti-Semitic film, and his diary entry 
on this suggests that Hitler was already considering further legislation against the 
Jews.*' With rather more satisfaction Goebbels recorded on 19 July that there had 
been a ‘riot’ in the Kurfürstendamm, in which Jews had been ‘beaten up’.®? This 
was in fact only one of many anti-Jewish disturbances which had occurred across 
Germany since March 1935. Alongside attacks on Jewish people and property, in 
many German towns Jews had been excluded from swimming pools, cinemas, 
and other public places. Klemperer in Dresden heard that Goebbels had called on 
people to ‘eradicate them like bedbugs and fleas!’ Although Goebbels welcomed 
the new citizenship laws in September, he did not for a moment think that this 
was the realization of the Nazi dream of a racially pure community. Over the 
next few months, as lawyers and politicians haggled over the precise definitions 
of ‘half-Jews’ and ‘quarter-Jews’, Goebbels invariably pressed for the adoption 
of the most radical course. 

Hitler’s position inside Germany as the campaign against the Jews was 
intensified was greatly strengthened by a string of foreign policy successes. In 
January 1935 a plebiscite in the Saar had returned an overwhelming majority 
in favour of returning the province (administered since 1919 by the League of 
Nations) to German sovereignty. During the campaign leading up to the plebiscite 
Goebbels had worried that the only thing which could lose the Nazis the vote was 
Rosenberg’s anti-clericalism, hardly calculated to appeal to an overwhelmingly 
Roman Catholic population. After the vote, Hitler, deploying the tactics which 
were to bring him such success over the next few years, hastened publicly to 
declare his peaceful intentions towards France, and on 1 March he and Goebbels 
spoke at a festive rally in Saarbrücken, celebrating the ‘re-conquest of a province’. 
On a train journey through the Saar, where the crowds ‘raved and cried’, they 
listened to gramophone records of Wagner’s Parsifal and Tristan.** Days later 
the existence of a new German air force was publicly acknowledged, and on 16 
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March Goebbels announced the reintroduction of conscription in Germany, 
providing the basis for an army of 36 divisions.®° This repudiation of the Treaty 
of Versailles was followed by negotiations in London which led to the signing 
of an Anglo-German Naval Agreement in June 1935. ‘The Führer really happy’, 
wrote Goebbels: ‘A great success for Ribbentrop and us all.’ Following Hitler, 
he imagined that a rapprochement with Britain would allow Germany a free 
hand in Europe. He added: ‘The goal comes closer. Friendship with England.’ 
Goebbels was impressed by these successes, and with the divided and hesitant 
international response to German rearmament. He had grown up with a burning 
sense of indignation and national inferiority, and although no soldier himself, 
he idealized the concept of military service. Viewing the increasingly fraught 
European landscape in April 1935, he wrote: ‘our only salvation lies in strength 
... Through crises and dangers lies the route to our freedom.’*” Goebbels was 
also aware of the risks Hitler was taking, and his enthusiasm was occasionally 
tempered by a note of realism. After the Italians invaded Abyssinnia in October 
1935, provoking a crisis in the League of Nations, Goebbels confided to his diary 
his fear that Mussolini would provoke ‘a catastrophe’.** 

This comment is highly significant. Although increasingly intoxicated by 
Hitler’s apparent mastery of foreign policy, Goebbels was horrified by the 
prospect of war. He rejoiced in the return to German sovereignty of the ‘people’s 
comrades’ in the Saar, and he shared Hitler’s ambition to bring ‘back to the 
Reich’ Germans still living in Austria, in Poland, and in Czechoslovakia. He was 
absolutely committed to the construction of the Volksgemeinschaft and to what 
he saw as a renaissance of ‘German culture’. He saw strong, modern, armed forces 
as integral components of both of these aims, and fully approved of military 
service for all young German men. He lauded the ‘Great Power’ status he felt 
had been regained by Hitler’s leadership on rearmament. He did not, like Hitler, 
glory in the idea of war for its own sake, and he was terrified by the prospect of 
a premature confrontation with the victors of the First World War, which he felt 
would jeopardize everything the Nazis had thus far achieved. 

Goebbels’ apprehension grew through the winter months as Hitler contemplated 
the remilitarization of the Rhineland. Since 1919 Germany had been forbidden 
to station troops or to have any military installations on the east bank of the 
Rhine, and Hitler and Goebbels knew that violation of this provision of the 
Versailles Treaty (and of the Locarno Pact, which Germany had also signed in 
1925) might provoke a military response from France and Britain. They sensed also 
the weakness of France and Britain, and felt that if only they could get the timing 
right, they could take advantage of this. Goebbels’ diary illustrates the decision- 
making process. On Wednesday 19 February 1936 he met Hitler at midday: 


He broods on. Should he remilitarize the Rhineland? A difficult question. What 
if Paris ratifies the pact with the Russians? The Fiihrer stands ready to strike. 
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He thinks and broods, and suddenly he acts. He is splendid. The situation 
is ripe at the moment. France will do nothing. England, really, nothing at 
first. But we will wait and hold our peace. All preparations go forward in the 
deepest darkness. 


That evening, the topic was avoided. Hitler came to Goebbels’ house, as so often, 
to see a film, and talked about the old days until 3.00 a.m. Goebbels wrote: ‘It 
is my duty to be as near to him as possible at the making of his most difficult 
decisions and to make his life lighter.’ 

Two days later, they were scheming again: ‘With the Fiihrer at midday. He 
meditates and broods. To act or not? He will act in the end.’® For all the confidence 
exuded here, Goebbels became more anxious over the next few days. He was 
called to Munich and spoke with Hitler there on 1 March: ‘He is now firmly 
decided. His face radiates calm and resolution ... History will be made again!’ 
Goebbels had to go to Leipzig immediately after this. He was back in Berlin on 
3 March, where Hitler called a meeting at the Reich Chancellery: ‘Führer, Göring, 
Blomberg, Fritsch, Raeder, Ribbentrop. The Fiihrer speaks. Decision made: the 





28. Hitler’s announcement of the remilitarization of the Rhineland to the Reichstag, 8 March 
1936. Goebbels is at the extreme left. He wrote of Hitler’s speech: ‘Brilliant exposition; 
thrilling verve; the conclusion brought tears to the eyes.’ (TBJG, 8 March 1936, TI, 3/II, 
p. 35.) 
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29. ‘Voting Sunday’, 29 March 1936, at the conclusion of the referendum campaign on 
the remilitarization of the Rhineland. Goebbels described the scene in the Wilhelmplatz: 
‘All of Germany a sea of joy. Oh, this pleasure, to live, to work, to create.’ (TBJG, 31 March 
1936, TI, 3/IL, p. 52.) 
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Reichstag on Sunday.’ That night, Goebbels ‘scarcely slept’.°° On Friday 6 March 
Hitler outlined his plan for the remilitarization before his Cabinet, ‘with deep 
seriousness, but also with firm resolution. The whole Cabinet stands with him. 
But now there is no way back.”! An American journalist in Berlin, William Shirer, 
was in the Reichstag on Sunday 8 March when Hitler announced that German 
troops were marching into the demilitarized zone: 


They spring, yelling and crying, to their feet. The audience in the galleries 
does the same, all except for a few diplomats and about fifty of us correspond- 
ents. Their hands are raised in slavish salute, their faces now contorted with 
hysteria, their mouths wide open, shouting, shouting, their eyes, burning with 
fanaticism, glued on the new god, the Messiah.?? 


Hitler and Goebbels had indeed predicted accurately. France and Britain 
protested, but did no more. With immense relief Goebbels wrote: ‘With the 


30. Women take part in 
a civil defence exercise 
in Berlin in 1936. 
Goebbels disagreed 
with Hitler about the 
wisdom of issuing 
‘people’s gas masks’ to 
the public, fearing that 
it would create a ‘war 
psychosis’. 
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Führer. Brilliant voices from abroad. France wants to call the Council of the 
League. Indeed! Nothing will therefore happen. That is the main thing.’ As a 
genuine ‘son of the Rhineland’ he was well cast as a leading actor in the theatrical 
reassertion of German sovereignty there. He spoke ‘in the name of the Führer’ on 
the radio, in response to a greeting from the cathedral square in Cologne, and 
he and Hitler reviewed a torchlit march past the Chancellery in Berlin. It was, 
he wrote, ‘like earlier years’. He concluded a jubilant account in his diary with 
the words: ‘the dead have not fallen in vain’. 

Over the next fortnight Goebbels developed this sense of ‘earlier years’ by 
treating Hitler’s ‘election campaign’ for the Reichstag as if it were one from before 
1933. He supervised a huge propaganda offensive, from the State in Berlin, and 
from the Party in Munich, and fronted this with as many speeches as he could 
manage. He replicated Hitler’s strategy in 1932 by flying from one major German 
city to another, speaking to huge crowds every day. Although for the most part 
these were intoxicating celebrations, one of his first campaign speeches, in Kiel 
on 13 March, went badly. He was ‘not in good form’, and there was ‘a terrible 
atmosphere’.” Public speaking had changed for Goebbels. The days when he had 
argued with hecklers, in front of brawling crowds, were gone, and his speeches 
now unfolded in an often celebratory, sometimes intoxicating atmosphere, 
but largely without confrontation. Goebbels concluded a gruelling fortnight of 
speaking by introducing Hitler before (he claimed) 120,000 Krupp workers in 
Essen, and attending a final ceremony in Cologne. Goebbels treated the election 
on 29 March, which recorded an overwhelming majority in favour of Hitler’s 
foreign policy, as if it had been some kind of genuine contest, even though he 
had cynically intervened with the Interior Ministry to reject the idea that some 
votes might be considered ‘invalid’. 

There was coercion and manipulation of this ‘election’, but many foreign 
observers confirmed the wide extent of genuine popular support for the Nazis at 
this time. The Volksgemeinschaft Goebbels had dreamed off since the early 1920s 
was becoming a reality, even if it was increasingly confused in his own mind 
with the illusions he was creating. After the ceremony in Cologne, Goebbels and 
Hitler travelled by train through the darkened land. It was 


the fulfilment of a propagandistic vision. Only we in the world could do 
that. Everybody really happy. In silence we travel through the Ruhr area. 
Lights, flames, beacons. Our Germany. We sit with the Fiihrer in the darkened 
compartment and keep silent.” 


8 


An ‘Indissoluble Community of 
Destiny’ 


Today a new state is being established, the unique feature of which is that it 
sees its foundation not in Christianity and not in a concept of state; rather it 
places its primary emphasis on the self-contained Volksgemeinschaft. 

Hitler, speaking at the Ordensburg in Sonthofen, 23 November 1937.! 


As a schoolboy, and then as a student during and after the First World 
War, Goebbels had grown up in a society where there was much talk of the 
Volksgemeinschaft, an idealized ‘people’s community’ where a sense of shared 
belonging would transcend class and confessional differences. When he became a 
political activist in the 1920s, this was a central ideal of the Nazi Party, and after 
1933 Goebbels had the opportunity to play a leading role in the construction 
of the Volksgemeinschaft. Although his formal office as Propaganda Minister 
might suggest that he was involved directly only with presentation and with 
the manipulation of opinion, he used his position to intervene much more 
widely in the formation of policy. He also used his unique status as Hitler’s 
closest confidant to discuss the smallest details of domestic and foreign policy 
with him. Inevitably, as a minister and an internationally notorious public figure, 
his relationship with ordinary people had changed from that cultivated during 
the ‘years of struggle’. He shared Hitler’s increasing detachment, and together 
they developed illusions about their enemies and their supporters which often 
had little correspondence with reality. 

Goebbels’ role as the head of a growing family also cast him, Magda, and 
their children as exemplary representatives of the Volksgemeinschaft. In October 
1935, weeks after the exclusion of Jews from German citizenship, Magda gave 
birth to a son, who was named Helmut. Needing a slightly larger car, she had 
recently taken delivery of Mercedes-Benz Type 290 Cabriolet Goebbels bought 
her, costing 7,400 marks. In contrast to the sombre black preferred for official 
vehicles in the ‘Third Reich’, this luxurious roadster was finished in blue, with 
beige leather seats.” In February 1937, after a difficult pregnancy, Magda gave 
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birth to a third daughter, Holde. Magda had by this time taken on a semi-official 
role as representative mother in the ‘Third Reich’, and her secretary had to deal 
with letters to her from all over Germany, asking for help and intervention, 
typically in domestic matters such as housing and custody of children. Many 
were from mothers who described themselves as ‘rich in children’ like her. Before 
responding, Magda always contacted local Party officials for information on 
the political attitude, and conduct of these applicants. If the reply was positive, 
Magda often sent her correspondent a small amount of money - usually 50 
marks - to accompany her best wishes. If the local Party’s opinion was negative, 
a curt refusal was issued. Frequently Magda had to inform her correspondents 
that she was not able to intervene in court proceedings. Magda and her children 
were featured in news magazines and in newsreels, and fashion houses vied for 
her custom. When in early 1937 it was rumoured that Magda was buying from a 
Jewish supplier, she intervened to make it clear that she was not, writing to the 
German Labour Front: ‘it is unpleasant, and for me unbearable, that I should be 
thought to allow myself to be dressed by a Jewish fashion house’.* Goebbels was 
hugely excited by Helmut’s birth in 1935,* but took little interest in the baby 
boy after that. His oldest daughter Helga was by this time his firm favourite, 
and he was delighted that Hitler, still a frequent visitor to the family home, had 
similarly taken to her. 

Most writers on Goebbels have repeated without any substantial evidence 
the notion that he was an insatiable womanizer, and that after 1933 he used 
his influence - particularly over aspiring cinema actresses - to demand sexual 
favours from women. Even recent historians write of his ‘constant affairs, lies, 
and adulteries’® and describe him as keeping ‘a string’ of film ‘starlets at his 
disposal’.° Some of the most lurid accounts of Goebbels’ womanizing appeared 
in Leni Riefenstahl’s autobiography, first published in 1987. The first is loosely 
placed ‘a few days’ before Christmas, 1932, just after Strasser’s split from the Nazi 
Party. According to Riefenstahl, Goebbels was at this time telephoning her every 
day, sometimes several times. She recounts how one afternoon ‘he stood at my 
door, unannounced’. Having reluctantly let him into her flat, Riefenstahl realized 
that he was now ‘after me chiefly as a woman’. She writes that Goebbels asked 
her to admit that she loved Hitler, and when she denied this, she continues: 


Now Goebbels lost control. ‘You must be my mistress, I need you - without 
you my life is a torment! I’ve been in love with you for such a long time!’ He 
actually knelt down in front of me and began to sob. It was sheer madness. 
I felt quite stunned at the sight of Goebbels on his knees, but then, when he 
grabbed my ankles, it was too much for me and I ordered him to leave my 
apartment immediately ... With hanging head and without glancing at me, 
he left. 
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Riefenstahl then alleges that Goebbels called on her again on Christmas Eve to 
give her a present, and to renew his protestations, but she again told him that 
his place was with his wife.’ She then presents an even more implausible tale, 
which she locates in the late summer of 1933. Goebbels apparently called on 
her again, and because she did not wish to invite him inside, where she was 
entertaining friends, they took refuge from the rain in her car. To avoid being 
seen, Riefenstahl drove to Grunewald, a wooded area to the south-west of Berlin 
city centre. While she was driving, Goebbels took a gun ‘from his raincoat pocket 
and thrust it into the glove compartment’. She continues: 


Suddenly Goebbels put his arm around my waist, the Mercedes jerked violently, 
the engine stalled, and to my horror I realized that it was leaning at a dangerous 
angle. We dared not stir lest the car overturn altogether. Goebbels, who 
remained astonishingly calm, cautiously removed his pistol from the glove 
compartment and thrust it into his raincoat pocket. Then he tried to open 
the car door and fortunately we managed to climb out unscathed. Because of 
the poor visibility I had driven into a mound of soft earth. The back part of 
the Mercedes was stuck in mud up to the left running board, while the front 
wheels dangled in the air. There was no way the two of us could pull the car 
out of the quagmire. 


Goebbels then apparently told her that the two of them could not be seen 
together, advised her to catch a taxi home, and walked off into the darkness 
with his coat collar pulled up.’ Shortly after this, Riefenstahl alleges that she was 
summoned to the Propaganda Ministry, and was asked by Goebbels to work on 
a film about the press, but when she rejected this idea, 


The expression on Goebbels’ face changed. In a soft voice he said, ‘I like the 
fact that you have a mind of your own. You’re an unusual woman, and you 
know I desire you. I will never stop fighting for you.’ 

Then he made the biggest mistake a man can make in such a situation. He 
grabbed my breast and tried to force himself upon me. I had to wrestle my way 
out of his arms and dashed to the door, with Goebbels pursuing me. Beside 
himself with rage, he held me against the wall and tried to kiss me. His eyes 
were wide open and his face completely distorted. I desperately resisted and, 
moving along the wall, I managed to push my back against a buzzer and press 
it. Goebbels immediately let go of me and he seemed to pull himself together 
even before the servant arrived. 


Riefenstahl relates how she was subsequently invited to the Reich Chancellery. 
She devotes several pages of her memoir to Hitler’s efforts to get her to film the 
Party Rally in September 1933, and to the intrigues between different senior 
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Nazis over this. After filming the rally, she claims that she was again summoned 
to the Propaganda Ministry, and specifically highlights the date of this meeting, 
on ‘13 October 1933, the day Dr Goebbels went to the Disarmament Conference 
in Geneva to announce Germany’s withdrawal from the League of Nations’. 
Goebbels now alleged that she had criticized his staff - and implicitly himself 
— and told her to get out of his sight.’ 

A recent biographer of Riefenstahl, Audrey Salkeld, rehearses these incidents, 
but introduces a note of caution: 


Riefenstahl makes a point of highlighting her ability to recall conversations 
verbatim, with particular reference to Hitler and the important members of his 
entourage. Actually, she relates them as scenes from a silent movie - with over 
exaggerated actions to convey emotion and the dialogue between characters. 
People beat their chests and heads with fists, fling wide their arms, are shaken 
by sobs. It is not surprising that her memory codifies material in this way. This 
was the medium of her brilliance, after all ... 


Salkeld also notes how the story of the incident in Grunewald reappears in the 
memoirs of Hans Ertl, embroidered with details of Goebbels and Riefenstahl 
enjoying lobster, caviare, and pheasant together in a quiet tavern before the car 
accident. Ertl, who was a lover of Riefenstahl’s, places the story in the summer 
of 1935." 

What are we to make of Riefenstahl’s account? It was written between 1982 
and 1987, with the express purpose of refuting allegations that she was a Nazi 
propagandist. Although she claims to have used earlier notes from her inter- 
rogations after 1945 by American and French authorities, no documentary 
evidence is presented to support or to reference her account. The one specific 
date she mentions, 13 October 1933, is obviously incorrect. Goebbels had left the 
Disarmament Conference in Geneva on 29 September, and did not return. On 
13 October Goebbels attended a Cabinet meeting in Berlin, and in the evening 
he saw a performance of Tosca at the Opera. He did not refer to Riefenstahl in 
his summary of the day’s events.'! Her representation of her relationship with 
Goebbels, both as a film-maker and ‘as a woman’, is difficult - if not impossible 
-to reconcile with the many references to her in Goebbels’ diary. There is nothing 
there to substantiate her stories, or the even less plausible version from Hans Ertl. 
Even if we accept that Goebbels may not have wished to record amorous and 
sexual passion for Leni Riefenstahl in his diary, and certainly would not have 
revealed humiliating rejections, there are many references portraying a friendly 
and cooperative relationship which is totally at variance with Riefenstahl’s 
narrative. There are also references to meetings with Riefenstahl in Berlin which 
she does not mention, or indeed when she claims to have been elsewhere. For 
example, Riefenstahl claims to have been away from Berlin, shooting a film in 
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the Swiss Alps, for six months after Christmas 1932, and not to have heard about 
‘the book burnings in front of the university in May or about the start of the 
persecution of the Jews with the first boycott in all cities’.' Goebbels claims to 
have spent the afternoon of 16 May (less than a week after the book burning!) 
with Leni Riefenstahl, listening to her plans, and to have suggested to her that 
she make a ‘Hitler film’, an idea she was ‘enthusiastic’ about. He claims that she 
accompanied him and Magda to see Madam Butterfly in the evening, something 
one imagines she might have remembered. This lengthy encounter is not referred 
to in her autobiography.’ 

Although it is possible that Goebbels did make advances to Leni Riefenstahl, 
her stories appear on the most generous reading to be highly exaggerated, and, 
given the larger pattern of deception which characterizes her account of her 
relationship with Hitler and with Goebbels, they must be treated with great 
scepticism. Interestingly, the most plausible detail she includes is in the story of 
Goebbels visiting her on Christmas Eve 1932, when she mentions that Magda 
was in hospital. Goebbels’ wife had indeed been admitted to hospital on 23 
December, and Goebbels was obviously very lonely and depressed in her absence. 
Although he had Magda’s son Harald and his own baby Helga with him at home, 
he did go out several times, and one wonders if he did call on Leni Riefenstahl. 
If he did, it appears that nothing sufficiently dramatic occurred to prevent the 
two of them continuing a friendly relationship through 1933. 

Although Goebbels’ philandering has been exaggerated, there is no doubt 
that he enjoyed the company of young and beautiful women, or that he judged 
women largely on their appearance. He undoubtedly flirted with many, and 
developed more serious but platonic relationships with several, like the actress 
Jenny Jugo, and with Magda’s sister-in-law, Ello Quandt. His relationship with 
Magda continued as it had started, oscillating between devotion and estrangement. 
In addition to repeated pregnancies, Magda was frequently unwell, and took to 
spending long periods of convalescence in a sanatorium in Dresden. Goebbels’ 
long and irregular hours of work, and his constant travelling often kept him away 
from the family home, and it is hardly surprising that he and Magda developed 
separate lives even as they came to personify the ideal ‘child-rich’ family of the 
Volksgemeinschaft. As in 1934, the most serious rifts between them coincided 
often with important developments in public affairs. 

In 1930 the International Olympic Committee had met in Berlin, and 
subsequently accepted the offer made there to stage the Olympic Games of 
1936 in Germany. Despite wide international discussion about the wisdom of 
this decision after the Nazi accession to power in 1933, it was upheld, allowing 
Hitler and Goebbels an unparalleled opportunity to present the acceptable 
face of the Volksgemeinschaft to the world. The Winter Olympics in Garmisch- 
Partenkirchen in February 1936 served as a dress rehearsal for the administrative 
and technical arrangements for the much larger Games staged in Berlin in August 
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1936. Predictably, the Nazis presented themselves as the natural heirs of the 
original Hellenic Games, and took every opportunity to celebrate the triumph of 
‘Aryan’ German athletes. Scenes from Leni Riefenstahl’s two films of the Games 
have been shown frequently, and Hitler’s anger over the victories of the black 
American sprinter Jesse Owens has become a cliché in school textbooks. 





31. The ‘Entry of the Nations’ at the Olympic Games in Berlin, 1936. Goebbels had no 
great interest in sport, and the Games coincided with an acute crisis in his marital life. He 
could not wait for the end of the whole rigmarole. 


Goebbels was centrally involved in the presentation of the Olympics, and 
attended most of the publicity events around them, as well as the sporting 
competitions. He rejoiced in the success of German athletes, but it was not easy 
for him to maintain the attitude of relaxed enjoyment he had to portray for 
the cameras. The day before the opening ceremony on 1 August, he had met 
with Rosenberg, and for once recorded a positive conversation with him. After 
discussing cultural affairs, Rosenberg told Goebbels that Magda was having an 
affair with one of Hitler’s advisers, Kurt Lüdecke. Goebbels immediately spoke to 
Magda about this, but wrote that ‘the matter is not yet clear’.'* The next morning 
Goebbels argued with her again, but she would not admit the truth of Rosenberg’s 
charge. He tried to put this from his mind while he watched the international 
teams marching into the Olympic Stadium. Most, he noted, were demonstratively 
greeted, but the British only ‘coolly’. He listened through an ‘Olympic hymn’ 
composed by Richard Strauss, and Handel’s Hallelujah chorus, and described the 
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ceremony as ‘A victory for the German cause’. That evening, at home, Magda 
confirmed the allegations about her and Lüdecke. He wrote: ‘A great breach of 
trust. It is all so awful. One only comes through life with compromises’.'® Over the 
next few days he had publicly to participate in the whole Olympic spectacle, and 
was to an extent drawn into the sporting contest. He shared Hitler’s disgust about 
the gold medals won by black Americans: ‘That is a disgrace. White humanity 
ought to be ashamed of itself.’ His heart was not in it though. After several days 
of the Games he wrote: ‘Iam so tired. And think all the time about Magda. Today 
work and sport. If only the Olympics would end!’'* 

At the height of the Rhineland crisis in March 1936 the Goebbels had, with 
the help of 100,000 marks from the Nazi Party publisher Max Amann and a gift 
of 70,000 marks from Hitler, bought a villa at Schwanenwerder, a peninsula on 
the opposite side of the Wannsee from their rented summer house at Kladow. 
Goebbels’ sense of separation from Magda was heightened in October by the 
gift to him from the City of Berlin of a secluded log cabin on another lake, the 
Bogensee, near Lanke, some 25 kilometres north of the city. He had another small 
house built in the woodlands there for guests, and this became his retreat from the 
world. Here he entertained artists and fellow party workers, and enjoyed solitude 
and silence. It was at this house on the Bogensee that Goebbels conducted his 
affair with the Czech actress Lida Baarova, whom he had first met in June, before 
the Olympics.'* The story has often been told of how at the Nuremberg Rally in 
September 1936 Goebbels communicated secretly with Baarova, sitting in the 
front row of the audience, by wiping his lips with a handkerchief.” In his diary he 
wrote ‘A miracle has happened.” Schaumburg-Lippe later wrote that Baarova was 
the only woman other than his wife that Goebbels really loved.” Over the next 
two years Goebbels’ relationship with Baarova became increasingly public, and 
a source of increasing conflict between him and Magda. Although at times they 
came close to a formal separation, until the summer of 1938 they did maintain 
a genuinely loving relationship, and Magda continued to bear his children. 

The Nazi Volksgemeinschaft was defined by inclusion and exclusion, and 
Goebbels concerned himself with all aspects of this. He worked tirelessly to 
exclude Jews from the media and the arts, largely through the mechanism of the 
Reich Chamber of Culture. The wrangling within the Nazi Party and the Interior 
Ministry about the classification of ‘half-Jews’ and ‘quarter-Jews’ had ended in 
November 1935 with the publication of ‘supplementary’ clauses to the Reich 
Citizenship Law announced at Nuremberg in September, excluding ‘half-Jews’ 
from citizenship. Goebbels tired of the negotiations, and was impatient with 
quasi-scientific attempts at categorization. He insisted that ‘quarter-Jews’ be 
excluded from the Reich Chamber of Culture, and devoted great energies to this 
over the next few years. In February 1937 he wrote: ‘Reich Chamber of Culture 
now completely cleared out of Jews. A grandiose achievement, of which I am 
proud.’ Jochen Klepper recorded in his diary an excerpt from one of Goebbels’ 
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32. Hitler Youth at the Nuremberg Rally in 1936. Goebbels wrote that this was ‘a glorious 
festival. The style of the songs and the singing a bit insipid. But this enthusiasm! This life! 
Wonderful!’ (TBJG, 13 September 1936, TI, 3/II, p. 181.) 
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33. By 1936 Himmler’s SS was becoming a huge organization. The original caption to this 
review of the SS at the 1936 Nuremberg Rally declared that ‘All follow one belief: eternal 
Germany.’ Goebbels was enthusiastic, writing: ‘The most beautiful! The SS. Discipline, 
clarity, dash. Himmler has his men up to the mark.’ (TBJG, 13 September 1936, TI, 3/II, 
p. 181.) 
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speeches at this time, in which he declared that: ‘the Reich Chamber of Culture is 
one of the few organizations outside the Party which has no Jews, no half-Jews, 
and no members related to Jews’. Klepper himself, although an ‘Aryan’ by law, 
had a Jewish wife. He was stripped of his membership of the Reich Chamber of 
Writers five weeks later.” 

Even after this Goebbels constantly fretted about the participation in cultural 
life of people he suspected of partial Jewish ancestry, or who, like Klepper, had 
in his eyes betrayed the Volk by their association with Jews. In very rare cases he 
made exceptions. He wrote with a rare degree of indulgence at the conclusion of 
the Bayreuth Festival in July 1937 about Furtwängler’s insistence on maintaining 
a number of ‘half-Jews’ in the Berlin Philharmonic. He was so impressed with 
Furtwängler’s musicianship that he was also prepared to concede to him on other 
points, like the stupidity of making violinists do ‘Reich Labour Service’, or the 
danger of young singers’ voices being ruined in the Hitler Youth. He also agreed 
with Furtwängler that there ought to be more ‘serious music’ on the radio.”* 

Goebbels kept a close eye on other exclusions from the Volksgemeinschaft. In 
June 1935 Paragraph 175 of the Reich Criminal Code, which dealt with male 
homosexuality, was amended ‘to regard as felonious almost any conceivable 
contact, however tenuous, between males’. Men could now be imprisoned for 
mutual masturbation or a kiss, if this was interpreted as ‘criminally indecent’.” 
The SS journal Das Schwarze Korps (The Black Corps) had already called for the 
death penalty for homosexuals. Goebbels was particularly vexed by the presence 
- or imagined presence - of homosexuals in the German theatre. At Bayreuth 
in 1937 he and Hitler were guests of the Wagner family at the villa Wahnfried: 
‘Chatted about paragraph 175. The Fiihrer quite intransigent about this. There 
can be no pardon there. Rightly so. We must also purify the theatre of that.’ 
Goebbels liaised closely with Himmler after 1934 as the latter built up the SS, and 
from June 1936 when Himmler was appointed head of all German police forces.” 
Hitler and Goebbels discussed their shared appreciation of Himmler’s work a few 
weeks later.” They were equally supportive of the drive against ‘asocials’ which 
was mounted after February 1937, when Himmler announced that suspected 
‘habitual criminals’ should be taken into ‘protective custody’ without prior legal 
proceedings.” Goebbels wrote that he would like to see ‘asocials’ put in ‘forced 
labour camps’ or sent ‘soon’ to a German colony.*° 

The Nazi concept of the ‘asocial’ was a broad and flexible one which catered 
for anyone thought unfit to be a member of the Volksgemeinschaft, even though 
they met its racial criteria. It might include criminals, alcoholics, those considered 
sexually deviant, or otherwise deemed mentally or physically unfit. One of the 
earliest pieces of Nazi legislation in 1933 was the law providing for the compulsory 
sterilization of those judged to have ‘hereditarily determined’ conditions. 
Goebbels had no scruples about this, fully supporting the theory that preventing 
these people from reproducing would improve the collective health of the Volks- 
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gemeinschaft. He followed closely the application of this law, and its extension in 
June 1935 to allow abortions on women considered fit for sterilization, up to six 
months’ pregnant. Abortion was otherwise completely illegal. 

The Nazi campaigns against the Jews, homosexuals, the ‘hereditarily ill’, and 
those stigmatized as ‘asocial’ were carried through with massive support from 
Goebbels’ Propaganda Ministry, and the resources of a growing police apparatus. 
They were conducted against groups or individuals who were largely isolated and 
defenceless, and Goebbels and other Nazis could rejoice in a considerable measure 
of success. Hitler and Goebbels were preoccupied in the middle years of the 1930s 
with another group which was better able to defend itself, the priests. The Nazis 
had since 1934 ruled in Germany without any legal political resistance. Even 
the well-organized Communist and Social Democratic Parties had been driven 
underground or into exile. Thanks in large measure to Goebbels, the media and 
the arts were increasingly subservient, and used to promote Nazi ideals. Goebbels 
and Hitler were not able, despite all their efforts, to do away with the Protestant 
and Catholic Churches in Germany, or with their networks of power. They had 
some success with the divided Protestant Churches, one of which, the German 
Christians’ Faith Movement, was a strong supporter of Nazism. This body lent itself 
to the creation of a new ‘Reich Church’ in July 1933, and its leader, Ludwig Müller, 
was appointed ‘Reich Bishop’ in September. Many Protestants were dismayed by 
this, and in May 1934 a so-called ‘Confessing Church’ was established under the 
leadership of Martin Niemöller, a former U-boat commander, and the theologian 
Dietrich Bonhöffer. Niemöller courageously declared that the Confessing Church 
was the legitimate Protestant Church of Germany, and it remained a thorn in 
the flesh of the Nazis over the next four years.?! 

Relationships with the Catholic Church were more difficult as it was an 
international organization with its seat of power outside Germany. Hitler 
concluded a Concordat with Pope Pius XI in July 1933 which guaranteed the 
freedom of the Catholic Church in Germany, but had since then introduced 
dozens of measures intended to weaken its authority, including the suppression 
of many Catholic newspapers. Loyalty to the Catholic Church, to its priests, and 
its symbols was deeply rooted in parts of Germany, and some Catholic bishops 
had the courage to speak out against the Nazis. While this undoubtedly irritated 
Hitler and Goebbels, it was not necessarily uppermost in their minds as, in 1935, 
they embarked on a course of direct confrontation with the Catholic Church. 
Together they became obsessed with the notion that the Catholic Church and 
its monastic houses were hotbeds of homosexuality and child abuse. Again and 
again when they met, their conversation turned to this subject. On 27 May 1936 
Goebbels travelled with Hitler to Kiel to visit the growing navy. He wrote: ‘Big 
morality trials against Catholic priests. All homosexuals. The Fiihrer believes 
that this is a characteristic of the whole Catholic Church.’ A few weeks later 
they met again on a train, travelling on this occasion to Weimar, and the same 
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topic came up: ‘Hard judgement against the Catholic Church and its Orders 
with homosexuals. That must be burnt out.’ During 1935 and 1936 hundreds 
of priests, mainly but not exclusively Catholic, were charged in German courts 
with sexual and financial offences. Goebbels gave the widest publicity to these 
cases in the press and on the radio, and used this to present the churches in 
the worst possible light. Cartoons were published showing monks and nuns 
concealing money in their habits, and plotting with Jews and freemasons. The 
publicity from the court cases was used to justify withdrawal of licences from 
certain Orders to run schools, and to restrict the activity of Catholic charities, 
which were increasingly replaced by Goebbels’ own Party-based charities, the 
National Socialist Welfare and Winter Help. 

The campaign against Roman Catholicism focused several of Goebbels’ 
political and personal prejudices. He saw loyalty to the Papacy as treason against 
the Volk; he detested the Christian message of forgiveness, which contrasted 
with his own ever more strident belief in harshness towards opponents; and 
his suspicion that all Catholic priests were homosexuals and pederasts derived 
from his deeply felt convictions about sexuality. It is tempting to speculate on 
the origins of Hitler and Goebbels’ obsession with the notion of Catholic sexual 
immorality. Both had been brought up in Roman Catholic environments, but 
although Hitler had attended an abbey school where there might well have been 
rumours of sexual relationships between adults and boys, there is no evidence 
that Goebbels had been subject to any kind of sexual abuse, or that the abuse of 
others had been an issue which confronted him in childhood or adolescence. One 
cause of Goebbels’ adult resentment was the involvement of priests in funerals. 
Frequently, in describing the funerals of Nazi heroes which he attended, and later 
stage-managed, Goebbels railed about the participation of priests. It is significant 
that in November 1935 he arranged the funeral of Otto Laubinger, the former 
President of the Reich Theatre Chamber, as ‘a German funeral service, without 
priests and candles’. It was, he wrote, ‘so deep and moving’.** 

In 1937 the persecution of Catholic priests finally provoked a papal response. On 
14 March, Pius XI delivered an encyclical, ‘with burning anxiety’ (Mit brennender 
Sorge) from the Vatican, ‘on the situation of the Catholic Church in Germany’. 
Although much of the encyclical was phrased with diplomatic caution, it was 
unequivocal in its condemnation of the Nazis. In the first paragraph Pius referred 
to ‘gradually increasing oppression’. He went on to deplore ‘open violation of 
agreements’, and ‘intrigues which from the beginning had no other aim than a 
war of extermination’. In a clear assault on the Nazi Party, he declared: 


Whoever transposes Race or People, the State or Constitution, the executive 
or other fundamental elements of human society ... from the scale of earthly 
things and makes them the ultimate norm of all things, even of religious 
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values, and defies them with an idolatrous cult, perverts and falsifies the 
divinely created and appointed order of things. 


‘Only superficial minds’, he continued, ‘can fall into the error of speaking of a 
national God, a national religion.’ The Pope might have been speaking directly 
of Goebbels when he added: ‘Whoever does not wish to be a Christian ought 
at least to renounce the desire to enrich the vocabulary of his unbelief with the 
heritage of Christian ideas.’ 

It took some days for this unusually acute attack on Goebbels to reach him. 
Sunday 21 March was a fairly typical day for him. He travelled between central 
Berlin and his retreat on the Bogensee, lunching with Hitler and Magda. He 
spent the afternoon alone, doing ‘interesting work’, on ‘questions of music and 
film’. Later he went back into Berlin and spent the evening with Hitler and a few 
others. They watched a film starring the young Swedish actress Zarah Leander. 
Goebbels thought she was ‘very overestimated’, and the film prompted more 
thoughts on national identity. ‘The film is the typical product of a small state. I 
wouldn’t want to be a Swede. Only a member of a world power.’ His equanimity 
was then disturbed by one of Himmler’s men: 


Unfortunately, Heydrich comes late in the evening with a pastoral letter from 
the Pope, which is directed most sharply against Germany, and accuses us 
of breaching the Concordat and other fine things. With a fresh arrogance, a 
provocative dark power. 


Goebbels decided to shelter Hitler from this unpleasant news, rather than disturb 
his rest. He disagreed with Heydrich’s advice to respond ‘sharply’, and thought 
it better - at least initially - to stay ‘dead silent’. Goebbels went to bed ‘furious 
and full of wrath’.*® 

Hitler, when he heard about the encyclical, also initially accepted this counsel, 
but Goebbels brooded on a more aggressive response. Over the next few weeks, 
further trials against priests were instituted, and Goebbels followed their progress 
closely. He kept his eyes open for potentially incriminating material, and was 
delighted when a priest was found who was willing to testify on oath against 
the Bishop of Trier. Goebbels made a sound recording of this testimony, and 
put it by for future use.” In mid-May he met with Hitler and they discussed the 
whole question: 


He greets the radical turn in the trials of priests. Does not want the Party to be 
turned into a religion. Or to see himself elevated as a God. That is why he is 
in sharp disagreement with Himmler. We must bend the churches to us and 
make servants of them. Celibacy must also go. Church assets will be taken away, 
and no man will study theology before the age of 24. That way we will take 
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the best of the next generation. The Orders must be dissolved, and churches 
taken away from educational provision. Only thus will they be diminished 
over several decades. Then they will eat out of our hands.** 


On 25 May Goebbels discussed his forthcoming speech against the priests with 
Hitler, who gave him ‘a few more tips’. On 28 May he spoke for two hours 
to a huge audience in the Deutschlandhalle in Berlin. The speech was broadcast 
live and widely reported on abroad, and Goebbels was especially delighted 
when Hitler later told him that he had been so excited, listening on the radio, 
that he had been unable to sit down during the speech. Amongst other things, 
Goebbels said: 


A vast number of Catholic clerics have been tried for sexual crimes ... It is 
not a matter of regrettable individual lapses, but of a general corruption of 
morals such as the world has never known ... No other class of society has 
ever come to shelter so much depravity ... In our civilized world no other 
class of society has contrived to practise immorality and indulge in filth on 
such a scale resembling that achieved by the German clergy in all its ranks ... 
There is no doubt that even the thousands of cases which have come to light 
represent but a small fraction of the total moral corruption. 


Goebbels also delivered an open threat to any priests judged to be homosexual: 


The Party has set a clear example. In 1934, more than sixty members who 
had indulged in this vice were shot, and the Party gave the greatest national 
publicity to its procedure.“ 


Clearly, there were some present with the courage to express their disagreement. 
Goebbels recorded in his diary that he was disturbed by hecklers, but that it was 
‘A real meeting, like in the old times.’* 

If Goebbels spoke on this occasion with the subtlety of a Mafia boss, a few days 
later he showed his more academic pretensions in a very different speech. A bust 
of the composer Anton Bruckner had been made for the ‘Valhalla’ hall for the 
dead outside Regensburg, originally built on the banks of the Danube in 1842 asa 
‘Temple to German Honour’. Bruckner was the first ‘great German’ to be installed 
there since the Nazi accession to power, and Hitler and Goebbels lent their seal 
of approval to the ceremony on 6 June 1937. Bruckner was typically understood 
as an Austrian composer, underpinned by a profound Catholic spirituality, but 
Goebbels spoke next to the composer’s likeness in stone, and challenged these 
ideas. Bruckner, he claimed was a ‘great master of German composition’, ‘a 
fruitful synthesis of the symphonist and the choirmaster’. He could not merely 
be seen as a follower of Wagner: 
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Like every genius Bruckner has something thoroughly unique and individually 
developed. And to understand him one must go back to the roots of his 
existence, the foundational forces of his humanity, conditioned by blood 
and race. 


Sentimental descriptions like ‘God’s music maker’ or ‘Our Dear Lady’s Singer’ 
must be retracted. Bruckner could not express himself fully as a church composer, 
Goebbels argued, but had ‘long burst all confessional bonds’ and was rooted 
in the ‘heroic world feeling of German mankind’. Turning to Hitler, who was 
also present, and addressing him directly, Goebbels declared that Bruckner, as 
‘a son of Austrian soil’ was called to symbolize the ‘indissoluble community of 
destiny that embraces our whole German Volk’. The famous ‘sparrows’ of the 
Regensburg cathedral choir sang at the ceremony.* 

While Goebbels analysed Bruckner’s evolution as a composer and dreamed of 
union with Austria, the trials against priests and members of monastic Orders 
proceeded. Despite enormous pressure, many of the courts still operated with a 
remarkable degree of fairness, and a surprising proportion of those accused were 
acquitted. According to figures given in November 1937 by the Nazi Minister 
for Ecclesiastical Affairs, 955 people had been convicted and 187 acquitted.** 
Goebbels, who followed many cases in individual detail, recording with horror 
the allegations made against the priests, was frustrated by this, and demanded 
that ‘Special Courts’ be used which could be relied upon to produce speedy 
convictions and harsh sentences.** Goebbels clothed this growing recourse 
to extra-legal remedies as part of his larger aversion to bureaucracy, and his 
admiration for action. Looking at this sad chapter in German history today, what 
is most striking is how little difference the campaign against the churches made, 
either to the willingness of many German Christians to continue supporting 
the Nazi Party, or to maintain their religious faith. Although individual trials 
continued, after 1937 the campaign against the churches was scaled down. In 
January 1938, Hitler told Goebbels that for the time being, he wanted no further 
‘great struggle against the churches’.* 

Goebbels and Hitler made an exception to this rule in the case of the Protestant 
Martin Niemöller, who was brought to trial in February 1938. Despite the decision 
to tone down the campaign against the church, Goebbels paid particular personal 
attention to Niemöller’s trial, even as, in foreign affairs, the Austrian crisis 
gathered pace. Back in July 1937, Goebbels had made a note in his diary when 
Niemöller was ‘finally arrested’, and while he was held in Moabit police station 
in solitary confinement, he and Hitler had decided that Niemöller would not 
be released ‘until he was broken’.*’ Before the trial opened in February 1938, 
Goebbels summoned to his ministry lawyers from Saxony presenting the case and 
told them what he expected of the trial: ‘As brief as possible, a hard punishment, 
no publicity.’ Goebbels expected that proceedings would be concluded in three 
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days, and that Niemöller would get ‘no opportunity for agitation’.** Despite this, 
the trial lasted almost a month, and Niemöller was allowed to speak at length. 
For over three hours on the opening day he presented a ‘thrilling’ presentation 
of his career as a fiercely patriotic officer of the Imperial Navy, who had refused 
to surrender his U-boat to the British in November 1918, and subsequently 
fought as a Freikorps volunteer to ‘cleanse Westphalia from the red mob’. Since 
1924, he stated, he had always voted for the Nazis, and had become a priest 
‘to contribute to Germany’s resurrection’. Two admirals and a general testified 
that it was inconceivable that he was a traitor to his Fatherland. Different 
reports agree that all present, including the judge and prosecution, were hugely 
impressed by his bearing. When charged by the prosecution that Jews attended 
his sermons, Niemöller replied that ‘the Jews were alien and disagreeable to 
him’.*? Although the German public was excluded from the trial, it was closely 
followed abroad.°° 

Goebbels intervened several times with officials from the Ministry of Justice to 
try to stop the publicity Niemöller was getting, and was furious about what he 
saw as a complete scandal. On 22 February Goebbels complained to Hitler: ‘He is 
furious. Niemöller won’t get free so easily.’>! Goebbels was left fuming as the trial 
continued, and was outraged on 2 March when Niemöller was finally sentenced 
to seven months’ imprisonment. Given that Niemöller had already been that 
long in custody, he ought to have been released, but Goebbels arranged that he 
would be taken immediately to ‘protective custody’ in a concentration camp: 
‘The foreign journalists are waiting for Niemöller outside the court, but he will be 
taken straight from a side door to Oranienburg. There he can serve God through 
work and inner searching. He will not be let loose any more on the Volk.’ Goebbels 
and Hitler had already agreed that there could be no repeat of this ‘scandal’. At 
least one good thing would come out of the trial, Goebbels wrote: ‘the judiciary 
will be rigorously cleansed’.** The next day, Hitler and Goebbels spoke again: ‘It 
is a proof that Niemöller is our enemy that the enemy press praises him ... In 
general, it is good that Niemöller is kept in a concentration camp. He will not 
come back out so soon. And so it will be with all enemies of the state. Whoever 
takes the good Hitler for a weakling will and must get to know the hard Hitler.’* 
A telegram signed by the Archbishop of Canterbury and leading churchmen 
from Sweden, Greece, France, and America was sent to Hitler protesting about 
Niemöller’s continued detention, but to no avail.*+ Niemöller was still in Dachau 
when the Americans liberated the camp on 29 April 1945. 

Why was Goebbels so obsessed with Martin Niemöller? It is well known that 
Niemöller had supported the Nazis before 1933, and had indeed met Hitler in 
1934, before breaking with him and taking up a leading role in the ‘Confessing 
Church’, but this change of direction does not explain the depth of Goebbels’ 
feelings. It may have been because Goebbels recognized in Niemöller somebody 
remarkably like himself. Niemöller was a passionate German nationalist, who 
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after his distinguished wartime service, and involvement with the Freikorps 
movement, had trained for the priesthood. Coincidentally, he was from Elberfeld, 
and like Goebbels, he had moved from the Ruhr to Berlin. He was also a writer, 
and had published a bestselling autobiography, From U-boat to Pulpit, with a title 
strangely reminiscent of Goebbels’ From the Kaiserhof to the Reich Chancellery.”° 
By 1939 Niemöller’s book had sold nearly 100,000 copies, bringing him national 
and international recognition. Above all, Niemöller was a powerful and effective 
public speaker, and he used the same passionate language of German nationalism 
as Goebbels, with urgent appeals to the Volk, and a proud contempt for all 
adversity. He shared other views with the Propaganda Minister, for example a 
belief that women should bring up children and support their men, and a deeply 
rooted anti-Semitism. Like Goebbels, he mocked his opponents, and like him, 
he published his sermons in cheaply priced editions. Through the mid-1930s 
a continuing series of Niemöller’s ‘Dahlem sermons’ were published in Berlin, 
with an ever more outspoken rejection of the Nazi claim to supreme authority, 
and an assertion that Germans must confess their primary allegiance to Jesus 
Christ. In 1933 Niemöller had declared that a turning away from this would end 
the ‘historical existence’ of the Volk, and that this would be not a natural death, 
but ‘suicide’.°° Over the next four years his public criticisms of Nazi ungodliness 
became ever more contemptuous. This is an example of his rhetoric, from one 
of the last sermons he gave before his arrest: 


That the church announces the gospel to the German Volk, convinced that 
this and nothing else is its task, and that this and nothing else is what the 
German Volk needs - that is the decisive factor! ... 

We can in these stormy times do nothing other than to take God’s word 
into the life of our Volk. We are guilty of that. We will do that as long as there 
is breath left in us.” 


Niemöller’s sermons were also published in Switzerland, and in translation in 
Britain and Holland. Goebbels undoubtedly saw in Niemöller - and this may 
have been an overestimation - someone with the potential to rival his own 
powers of influence. 

On 29 October 1937, Goebbels was 40 years old. Magda and the children greeted 
him with gifts, and after that he had to endure celebrations at the Propaganda 
Ministry. There were ‘mountains of presents, flowers, letters, telegrams’. Then 
Hitler visited with another gift, a painting by Keller.‘® Goebbels was not pleased 
to reach this landmark. On the day of his birthday he wrote: ‘A terrible feeling. 
The best is now over.’™ The advancing years and continuing hard work were 
beginning to take a toll on him. He was frequently working between 12 and 16 
hours a day, dealing with a multiplicity of problems. He travelled constantly 
between his office in central Berlin, Schwanenwerder, where he saw Magda and 
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34. The ‘May Field’ in Berlin on 28 September 1937, at a meeting called to celebrate a 
state visit by Mussolini to Germany. Goebbels wrote: ‘Words are not capable of describing 
the scene. Mussolini is deeply moved. I open the meeting. During his speech, Mussolini 
constantly nods in my direction.’ (TBJG, 29 September 1937, TII, 4, p. 334.) 
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the children, and Lanke, where he stayed mainly alone, or with Lida Baarova. 
He suffered from headaches, and from problems with his teeth; he frequently 
had to visit the dentist. He was constantly tired, and took out his ill-feeling 
on colleagues in the Party, as well as on his imagined enemies, the Jews, the 
Bolsheviks, and the priests. He spent hours every day reading foreign press reports 
(in translation), and giving instructions to the German press, at home and abroad. 
He intervened in disputes outside his jurisdiction, and spent much time trying 
to regulate the different arts. He had become so involved with the cinema that 
he no longer merely previewed and demanded alterations to almost every film 
produced in Germany, but intervened to rewrite plots and to alter the dialogue 
in individual films. 

Goebbels was, largely through his involvement with the press, taking an ever 
closer interest in foreign affairs. He summarized political affairs in many countries 
in his diary, and met with Hitler every few days to discuss developments. Since 
the remilitarization of the Rhineland in March 1936, Goebbels had become ever 
more slavishly devoted to Hitler’s judgements on all things. He had come to see 
him as ‘one of the most extraordinary men of the last thousand years’, and was 
carried along by his vision of German expansion and conquest.‘ Hitler had 
decided that all Germans living outside the current borders of the Reich should 
be reunited, and that further land in Europe was needed for the Volk. He accepted 
that this would provoke war with France and Britain, but believed that Germany 
would be equipped to win such a war by 1943. 

Goebbels was treated to a full exposé of Hitler’s vision in private on 2 August 
1937,°' shortly before Hitler presented this to the leaders of his armed forces in 
November.” He was less ready than Hitler to countenance the reality of war, 
particularly if this came when Germany was still unready. He had watched with 
anxiety the growing tension over Abyssinia, the Civil War in Spain, and the 
increasingly strident German pressure on Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland 
over the question of German minorities there. In December 1936 he wrote: ‘We 
must only take care ... that we are not involved unforeseen in a war. That would 
now be the most worrying thing that could happen.’ A visit that day to the scene 
of an underground railway fire in the Potsdamer Platz in central Berlin prompted 
further reflection: ‘A huge heap of ruins. One gets an impression from it of what 
a future fire, air, and gas war will look like. A gruesome vision!’® He was realistic 
enough to see that the popularity of Hitler and Nazism in Germany did not 
imply an equal enthusiasm for war with Britain, France, or the Soviet Union. 
Significantly one of the very few actual disagreements he had with Hitler at this 
time was over the issue of ‘people’s gasmasks’ to the German public. When this 
idea was first mooted, Goebbels opposed it on the grounds that it would generate 
a ‘terrible war psychosis’. He maintained this position, but in December 1937 
he noted: ‘The Fiihrer has decided for the introduction of the gasmasks. A shame! 
That will create so much bad blood.’® 
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This minor difference was quickly overtaken by larger events. Shortly before 
Christmas 1937 Goebbels wrote that Field Marshal Blomberg, since 1935 the 
Minister for War, had told him of his plan to marry ‘a young girl from the 
Volk’. Although he recognized that this might create difficulties, Goebbels was 
delighted, and felt that Blomberg (who had enthusiastically supported Hitler 
since 1933) fully ‘deserved’ this new happiness. The wedding took place in 
the War Ministry on 12 January 1938, with Hitler and Goring as witnesses, but 
within a fortnight it was revealed that Blomberg’s young wife had previously 
been a registered prostitute. Goebbels, when he first heard of this on 25 January, 
tried to cheer Hitler up, but soon realized that this was potentially a huge 
scandal.° The next day he wrote that Blomberg would have to resign, and that 
‘for a man of honour, only the pistol remains’. Matters were made worse when, 
later on 26 January, Goebbels heard that Werner Fritsch, the Commander of the 
Wehrmacht, had been accused of homosexuality. These two scandals in an officer 
corps with a rigid code of honour prompted what Goebbels called the ‘most 
severe crisis since 1934’.° For several days Goebbels was unable to sleep; Hitler 
was tense and strained, fearing that he was compromised by his appearance at 
Blomberg’s wedding. Goebbels, who faced ‘the most difficult problem’ of ‘what 
to say to the Volk’, had an ambivalent attitude to both scandals. He was never 
convinced that the accusations against Fritsch were proven, and obviously had 
some sympathy with Blomberg. He was himself conducting an affair with a 
younger woman, and this undoubtedly influenced him. He reluctantly accepted 
in this situation that both men would have to resign, and advised Hitler to 
assume the leadership of the Wehrmacht himself.‘ After some hesitation, Hitler 
accepted this course of action. 

Even this crisis was quickly superseded by developments abroad. On 12 
February 1938 the Austrian Chancellor Schuschnigg was subjected to a prolonged 
and theatrical intimidation by Hitler on the Obersalzberg. In the weeks following 
this, Goebbels helped Hitler to increase the pressure on the Austrian government 
to include Nazis in the Cabinet, and to amnesty Nazis in Austrian jails. Behind 
the pressure lay the constant threat of an armed German invasion. In early March 
Schuschnigg yielded to this pressure, and was replaced by Artur Seyss-Inquart, 
who promptly agreed to draft a telegram asking for German support to maintain 
order in Austria.” Seizing the initiative, Hitler ordered the Wehrmacht into Austria 
on 12 March, and entered the country on the same day, crossing the border at 
Braunau, where he had been born. His drive from there to Linz and on to Vienna 
turned into a triumphal procession, and he was acclaimed by frenzied crowds. 
On 13 March Hitler signed a hastily written ‘Law on the Reunion of Austria with 
the German Reich’, and he subsequently announced that a plebiscite would be 
held on 10 April to seek the support of the German people for this.”! 

Goebbels did not travel to Vienna with Hitler, but remained in Berlin to 
coordinate the propaganda presentation of the ‘reunion’. He had for several years 
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been manipulating ‘camouflaged propaganda’ in Austria, and the orchestration 
of the campaign in Germany to present the Austrians as part of the larger 
German Volk. Before Wehrmacht units crossed the border, Goebbels discussed 
with Hitler plans to control printing in Austria and to jam Austrian radio 
broadcasts. As the crisis developed, he was in close communication with Hitler, 
often very late at night, and was thrilled by the sense of action. It was, he 
wrote, ‘once again a great time’. On 12 March, as Hitler progressed through 
Austria, Goebbels read out his leader’s proclamation, first to assembled foreign 
correspondents, then to German journalists, and finally on the radio, while 
crowds ‘raved’ outside in the Wilhelmplatz: Austria, he declared, was ‘a part 
of the community of race and destiny common to all Germans’. In his diary 
he celebrated the news that many Jews were fleeing from Vienna.” Goebbels 
threw himself into plans for the immediate establishment of a propaganda office 
in Vienna, and to take over Austrian cultural life. On 20 March he and Hitler 
discussed plans to rebuild Vienna, to ‘force the Jews and Czechs out ... and to 
make it a purely German city’.” 

While he rejoiced publicly and privately over this ‘great hour in history’,”* it 
also brought Goebbels renewed worries. He saw himself as a ‘north German’, 
a ‘Prussian’, and he believed that Bavarians and other Germans from further 
south were of lower racial value. We have seen his dislike of Munich and his 
contempt for the atmosphere there. He mistrusted Austrians even more, and 
loathed Vienna, which he regarded as a multi-racial sink. Bizarrely in this racialist 
view, Goebbels made an exception for the area of the Upper Danube - where 
Hitler’s family had its roots. This he thought was an isolated pocket where the 
population had some of the qualities he essentialized in north Germans. Goebbels 
was particularly unhappy about the inclusion in a ‘Greater Germany’ of Austria’s 
large Jewish minority. Before March 1938 the number of Jews in Germany had 
been dropping as many left and the birth rate of those remaining declined. 
Statistics compiled by the SS indicated that in addition to the remaining 370,000 
Jews in Germany, the incorporation of Austria brought some 200,000 Jews into 
the Reich.” It inaugurated a notable intensification of the campaign against 
them. Austria was also an overwhelmingly Catholic country, and Goebbels was 
from the first utterly contemptuous of this. When the Archbishop of Vienna, 
Cardinal Innitzer, visited Hitler to tell him that he wanted Austrians ‘actively to 
join in the German reconstruction work’, Goebbels reacted by describing him 
in his diary as ‘a cowardly clerical hypocrite’.’””? Goebbels was happy to stay in 
Berlin during the Anschluss, but he did have to travel twice to Vienna for public 
appearances in the next few weeks. On arrival there for a ‘Day of the Greater 
German Reich’ at the conclusion of the voting campaign, he was pleased to see 
Vienna decked out with Nazi flags, but wrote: ‘However, one can’t start much 
with the people here. They are too easy-going [gemütlich] .’”® 
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From the balcony of Vienna’s town hall on 9 April, Goebbels gave the 
command for a coordinated demonstration of German unity: 30,000 doves 
were released in Vienna, and all over Germany the traffic was stopped for two 
minutes. Locomotive and factory sirens were sounded, and squadrons of aircraft 
circled overhead. Hitler joined Goebbels on the balcony to ‘indescribable storms 
of jubilation’. As soon as this ceremony was completed, Goebbels was scheming 
with Hitler - who had his own personal reasons for disliking the Austrian capital 
— to downplay the importance of Vienna, and to make sure that it had no further 
pretensions to be a capital city. He was flattered that the Viennese crowd outside 
called for him to appear again, chanting ‘Lieber Fiihrer, ach ich bitt’, bring doch 
unseren Doktor mit!’, which might be translated as ‘Dear Führer, I ask of you, 
bring out our doctor too!’ After a rally that evening, Goebbels and Hitler left 
Vienna; on the train back to Berlin they discussed plans for getting all the Jews 
out of Germany, perhaps to Madagascar or a former penal colony. Hitler raved 
about the Austrian ‘legitimists’ whom Himmler was already arresting, and about 
the ‘completely internationalized’ Austrian nobility. Magda and the children 
greeted them with flowers on the station platform in Berlin, and together they 
went to the Reich Chancellery to hear the results of the plebiscite. There was an 
overwhelming vote in favour of union, and Goebbels claimed that it brought 
tears to his eyes to hear Hitler’s response to this. He wrote: ‘Leipzig voted very 
badly. Berlin particularly well. That pleases me most. And Vienna really strongly. 
I had not expected that.’” 

The successful incorporation of Austria strengthened Goebbels’ sycophantic 
admiration for Hitler, and his contempt for the opinions of others. When Hitler 
returned from Vienna, he and Goebbels studied a map and decided: ‘at first comes 
Czechoslovakia. We will divide that with the Poles and Hungary. And indeed 
rigorously at the next opportunity. We want also to grab Memel, if Kovno comes 
into conflict with Warsaw ... After that, the Baltic, part of Alsace and Lorraine. 
France will sink ever more deeply into its crisis.’® In the same reckless spirit 
Goebbels discussed the ‘Jewish question’ with Helldorff, the Chief of Police in 
Berlin, in May 1938: ‘We want to force the Jews out of the economy and out of 
cultural life, and in general out of public life. Somehow one really must make 
a start with this.’?' A few days later Hitler agreed to Goebbels’ plan, and orders 
were given to Helldorff.*? From developments after this it appears that there were 
several components to Goebbels’ ‘plan’. Three hundred Jews were to be arrested 
and imprisoned; Jewish shops and businesses, particularly in the fashionable 
shopping streets of Berlin, were to be labelled, and their owners and patrons 
intimidated. This focused physical attack on individual Jews in Berlin was part 
of a larger programme now being embarked upon to strip Jews of their assets, 
and to bar them from employment and from public services. Beyond this it was 
intended to intimidate Jews into emigrating. 
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Initially, Goebbels’ plan misfired. Helldorff had 300 Jews arrested, but most 
were almost immediately released.** After this Goebbels spoke personally to 300 
assembled police officers in Berlin and told them to avoid any sentimentality: 
‘Not the law but harassment is our watchword. The Jews must get out of Berlin.’ 
He added, ‘The police will help me with that.’** On 19 June, Goebbels reported 
‘many arrests ... The police understood my instructions.’® Eye-witness accounts 
suggest that ‘youngsters’ from the Hitler Youth were amongst those who looted 
shops and harassed individual Jews in this ‘action’.®° Goebbels himself wrote 
that ‘gypsies and other shady elements’ had participated in the looting, and 
ordered that they be sent straight to concentration camps. Helldorff had directly 
contravened his orders, which were that ‘the police act with an appearance of 
legality, the Party provides spectators’. Goebbels ordered that all illegal acts cease 
forthwith, but noted that ‘this kind of people’s justice [Volksjustiz] also has its 
own good points’.*’ After the ‘action’, Goebbels had further discussions: ‘Helldorff 
wants to establish a ghetto in Berlin. The rich Jews should pay for it themselves. 
That is correct. I support him in that.’ It appears that Goebbels and Helldorff 
were restrained by Hitler, perhaps concerned at the effect such a move might 
have on international opinion. 

The physical intimidation of Jews in Berlin was paralleled by a continuing 
ideological assault against their participation in the arts. Goebbels had given 
his sanction to a Reich Music Festival to be held in Dtisseldorf in May 1938, 
and although much preoccupied with foreign affairs, he travelled there to 
deliver a keynote speech to ‘all of Germany’s creative musicians’,® in which 
he declared: 


Jewry and German music are opposites, which following their nature, stand in 
the starkest contrast to one another. The fight against Jewry in German music, 
which Richard Wagner once took up completely on his own, is therefore today 
our great, never to be relinquished, historic task ... °° 


This festival, at which Richard Strauss conducted, was accompanied by an 
academic conference on the subject of ‘Music and Race’, and by the infamous 
exhibition on ‘Degenerate Music’, where visitors could listen to examples of 
‘Jewish music’ and ‘nigger jazz’ on headphones, and see lurid images of Jewish 
and black musicians. Goebbels was in fact critical of the exhibition, but was 
enthused by the music festival. Shortly after this, on 25 July, before a performance 
of Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde at Bayreuth, Goebbels and Hitler talked over the 
‘Jewish question’. Hitler approved the measures so far taken in Berlin. Goebbels 
summarized their discussion: ‘The main thing is that the Jews are forced out. 
They must be out of Germany in ten years. But for the time being we want the 
rich ones here as a security.’ 
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For Goebbels, this evolution of Nazi domestic and foreign policy in the face of 
the ‘defenceless trembling fear’” of the outside world was to be rudely shattered 
by developments in his private life. Since meeting Lida Baarova in July 1936, 
Goebbels had taken to seeing more of her, increasingly in public, and less of 
Magda. Since the establishment of his private house on the Bogensee, he had 
become only a visitor at the family home in Schwanenwerder; the demands of 
his work were such that he also had a flat fitted out for him in the Propaganda 
Ministry, and after April 1938 took to staying there overnight. Our knowledge 
of Goebbels’ relationship with Lida Baarova is much hazier than of other aspects 
of his life, because, apart from occasional cryptic references, he did not write 
about her in his diary. When writing of Magda, although he frequently recorded 
meetings, excursions, and quarrels, he again used an allusive style, so that 
often he did not reveal specifically what they had quarrelled about. With a 
vivid and melodramatic style reminiscent of his diaries from the mid-1920s, 
he described in 1938 the intensity of his moods and experiences, but rarely the 
specific cause. Much of the writing about Goebbels’ complex relationship with 
Lida and with Magda in 1938 derives from hearsay or from anecdotal evidence 
of dubious reliability. 

What is clear is that matters came to ahead on 15 August 1938, when Magda 
decided to seek Hitler’s intervention in her marital affairs. Hitler still had a 
particular affection for her, and he took her side in the dispute, not only-as many 
have suggested — because he did not wish to see a further scandal in the private 
conduct of such a senior figure as his Propaganda Minister. He undoubtedly 
disapproved of the way that Goebbels was treating her, and he may have been 
unaware that Magda herself was not a model of marital fidelity. Goebbels was 
summoned in Berlin, and Hitler bluntly told him that his affair with Lida Baarova 
had to cease forthwith. Magda, now armed with a new confidence, was prepared 
to try to repair her marriage in accordance with Hitler’s instructions, but was 
cold and unforgiving towards Goebbels. He was utterly cast down by this turn 
of events, even though he decided straight away to accept Hitler’s advice and 
to renounce Lida Baarova. Typically, he resolved the conflict on the surface by 
recording how devotion to duty would now have to be his sole consolation.” 
Rumours of Goebbels’ disgrace were clearly circulating in public. The British 
Ambassador in Berlin, Nevile Henderson, reported back to London on Goebbels’ 
‘recent considerable loss of prestige’.** 

Over the next eight weeks, although he somehow managed to get through 
his work, and even to deliver a number of speeches, at a time of great tension 
in foreign affairs, he saw little of Magda, or of Hitler, and in isolation Goebbels 
experienced an acute mental and physical crisis. He was insomniacal, and could 
sleep only with the help of narcotics; he lost interest in his work, and found it 
difficult to concentrate on reading or listening to music. The autumnal weather 
in north Germany, with its rain and fog, depressed him further. Occasional 
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visits from the children lifted his spirits briefly, but reminded him also of the 
family life he had lost. In the first few weeks of this crisis, Goebbels managed to 
function remarkably effectively as Hitler racked up the pressure on the Czech 
government. He realized though that this was different from the remilitarization 
of the Rhineland, and from the ‘union’ with Austria. On 1 August Goebbels wrote 
of the Czech crisis, after watching a mass display of gymnastics in Breslau: ‘We are 
dealing here not with a hostile government, but with a hostile people.’” This was 
a significant comment. Goebbels shared entirely with Hitler the desire to re-unite 
all Germans in a ‘Greater Germany’, but he had no desire to include what he saw 
as ‘non-Germans’ in this. Nor did he share the fascination Hitler, Himmler, and 
Rosenberg had for grandiose schemes of colonization in ‘the East’. Furthermore, 
Goebbels was not a soldier, and did not wish Germany to be involved in another 
world war. He was prepared to countenance a limited war, perhaps against Czecho- 
slovakia or Poland, but had less confidence in Germany’s ability to win a larger 
conflict. Although contemptuous of the French, Goebbels had kept an anxious 
eye on British rearmament, and, even though he did not know or understand 
Britain, he had realized that at some stage a conflict was very likely, and would not 
be straightforward. As the Czech crisis deepened, he wrote with a rare moment 
of clarity that the Americans would also fight on the British side.”° 

He was immensely relieved when, with the late intervention of Mussolini 
and his suggestion of a Four-Power Conference in Munich, Hitler compromised, 
and agreed with the British and French only to occupy the Sudetenland, rather 
than all of Bohemia, as he had earlier intended. Although publicly constrained 
to rejoice in this new triumph, Goebbels was privately overwhelmed by grief. 
On 2 September he had written that he could not speak with Magda any more, 
and resolved not even to telephone her again.” On 1 October, recording in his 
diary the outcome of the conversations between Hitler, Mussolini, Chamberlain, 
and Daladier in Munich (which he had not attended), he noted the relief all 
over Europe that war had been avoided, but added: “Today was for me personally 
a tragic, painful day.’” Over the next few weeks, although he observed and 
commented on the occupation of the Sudetenland, he plummeted deeper into 
isolation, insomnia, and depression. He was now only able to communicate with 
Magda through intermediaries like his State Secretary Karl Hanke, and had for 
the first time since 1925 lost something of Hitler’s confidence.’ 

Goebbels was not prepared to retire from public life, and after much private 
reflection decided to try to defend himself with both Hitler and Magda. In an 
unprecedented move, he asked first Göring, and then Helldorff to intercede 
directly with Hitler on his behalf. On 23 October, Goebbels went to Berchtesgaden 
to see Hitler after an interval of several weeks, and spoke at length with him. 
Magda was then called in and the pair was enjoined to a truce for the next three 
months. It says much for the relationships between the three of them that Hitler 
was willing to spend so long dealing with their private matters, and that both 


An ‘Indissoluble Community of Destiny’ 203 


Goebbels and Magda seem to have thought it quite appropriate that Hitler act 
as a final arbiter in these. After the meeting, although Goebbels and Magda were 
evidently still not reconciled, the children were brought along and the whole 
group posed for press photographers.’ A week later Goebbels and Magda made 
a public appearance together at the theatre, and a similar facade was presented 
on Goebbels’ birthday on 29 October. He suffered ‘as if in bodily agony’ as he 
attended various formal ceremonies, and listened to congratulations from family, 
colleagues, artists, municipal officials, and Party members. Significantly, Hitler 
was absent and sent only ‘a short, frosty telegram’. Goebbels wrote: ‘Can a man 
endure and suffer all that? I am at the end of my strength.’! 


9 


‘This People’s War Must Be Carried 
Through’ 


The news that England had declared war on 3rd September came like a 
bombshell to most people in Germany and Danzig. Everywhere there were 
bleak faces and a hushed atmosphere as in the presence of death ... I listened 
day and night to the gunfire on the frontier only a few miles away, every 
minute imagining it was drawing nearer. 

Sybil Bannister, an Englishwoman living in Danzig in 1939.' 


The year before Germany plunged Europe into war in September 1939 was an 
intensely paradoxical time for Goebbels. This was the last period in which his 
plans for the Nazi Volksgemeinschaft could be freely developed; above all, his 
ambitions for a reordered cultural life. He was able to extend his control over the 
media and the arts to the areas now incorporated into the Greater German Reich, 
and to reshape significant cultural events like the Salzburg Festival in August 
1938 and 1939. This was a time in which his propaganda slogans, like ‘Ein Volk, 
ein Reich, ein Fiihrer’ (One People, one Empire, one Leader), and ‘Heim ins Reich’ 
(Home to the Reich) seemed to represent popular sentiment in Germany, and 
to reflect changing political realities. When he spoke in public, as he still did 
frequently, he was greeted with wild enthusiasm. At the same time, Goebbels was 
an increasingly isolated and melancholy figure, and the celebratory bombast of 
his speeches corresponded less and less with his inner feelings. 

Under great pressure from Hitler, Goebbels had agreed to a ‘truce’ in his 
marriage, and in January 1939 he signed a formal nuptial contract with Magda.” 
Whatever the extent of his past philandering, it was now precisely that. Magda was 
now emotionally distant from him, not least because she was herself conducting 
an affair with one of Goebbels’ most trusted officials, his State Secretary Karl 
Hanke. Goebbels lived for the most part away from his five young children, and 
he saw them only infrequently. His private affairs were the subject of public 
gossip and much comment within the Nazi Party. His old enemy Rosenberg 
wrote in February 1939 after a conversation with Himmler that Goebbels was 
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‘today the most hated man in Germany’. Rosenberg also recorded that Hanke 
had drawn up a list of the women Goebbels had allegedly demanded sexual 
favours from, and presented this to Hitler, severely damaging his standing with 
him.’ An unsigned letter from a member of the public to Hitler’s secretary in 
December 1938 also suggests that there were complaints coming in to the highest 
levels of the Party about Goebbels’ behaviour.* Goebbels suffered from a range 
of largely psychosomatic illnesses, and struggled to keep a grip on his work. 
He was obsessed with his lack of sleep, and it did not help that in the frequent 
domestic and foreign crises which marked this period, he was forced to share 
Hitler’s predilection for late-night work and conversation. 

Christmas 1938 was a low point for Goebbels. He was unable to attend the 
customary celebrations amongst Party workers, SA men, and Berlin’s poor, as he 
collapsed and had to be taken to hospital with severe kidney pains. Significantly, 
for two weeks he was unable even to motivate himself to write his diary, which 
undoubtedly served in this time as a therapeutic tool. Although he recovered from 
this physical problem, his comment on Hitler’s famous speech to the Reichstag 
on 30 January 1939 was typical of this period of his life in its juxtaposition of 
enthusiasm for political developments and deep inner depression. Hitler used the 
commemoration of six years of Nazi rule to deliver a wide-ranging statement on 
foreign and domestic policy, and made a ‘prophecy’ that if there was a European 
war, it would bring with it ‘the extermination of the Jewish race in Europe’. 
Goebbels had worked carefully with Hitler on the preparation of the speech, and 
described it as a ‘real masterpiece’. Afterwards he watched the now traditional 
torchlit march of Party formations from the Reich Chancellery with Hitler, and 
wrote: ‘I think back to the time six years ago. It was good then. Everything now 
is awful and terrible.’‘ 

During the spring and summer of 1939 there was some improvement in 
Goebbels’ private situation, largely as he devoted himself to work; he saw more 
of Hitler, who - preoccupied with foreign affairs - needed his Propaganda Minister 
as never before. He and Magda were still alienated from one another though, 
and Goebbels was repeatedly cast into gloom by arguments with her. Only weeks 
before the outbreak of war, while attending the Salzburg Festival, Goebbels heard 
from Magda the full extent of her infidelity with Hanke, and was plunged into 
despair. Together the couple went on to attend the Bayreuth Festival, where 
Magda hovered on the edge of a public breakdown. ‘When will we find a way 
out of all this tragedy?’ wrote Goebbels.’ In fact, after the initial shock, the 
revelation of Magda’s affair with Hanke restored some equilibrium to this troubled 
relationship, casting Goebbels as the injured party, and allowing him to take a 
forgiving stance which was clearly more comfortable than the position he had 
previously occupied. Hanke was sent from the Propaganda Ministry to serve in 
the Wehrmacht. 
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Undoubtedly Goebbels’ private unhappiness during this crucial year helped 
to harden his heart towards his enemies, and to make him more reckless in 
his approach to both foreign and domestic affairs. Although he struggled to 
maintain interest in the minutiae of work in the Propaganda Ministry, a series of 
critical developments provided an outlet for his energies. On 8 November 1938, 
shortly after the annexation of the Sudetenland, Goebbels was in Munich for 
the Party’s commemoration of its ‘martyrs’ of the 1923 Putsch, and it was here 
that he first heard the news that a German diplomat in Paris, Ernst vom Rath, 
had been shot by ‘a Polish Jew’, Herschel Grynszpan. Goebbels immediately saw 
the opportunity here for a retaliatory attack on the whole Jewish community in 
Germany, commenting: ‘If for once the anger of the Volk could be unleashed!”® 
The next evening Goebbels conferred privately with Hitler at a reception for the 
Party leadership: 


I lay the whole matter out before the Führer. He agrees: Let the demonstrations 
proceed. The police to hold back. The Jews shall for once get a feeling of the 
Volk’s anger. That is correct. I immediately give corresponding instructions to 
the police and Party. Then I speak briefly before the Party leadership. Stormy 
applause. All rush straight to the telephones. Now the Volk will act.? 


When Goebbels returned to his hotel, the sky over Munich was ‘blood red’ with 
the flames from burning synagogues. Through the night, reports came in from 
around Germany of the attacks on Jews and their property. By 11 November 
Goebbels was back in Berlin to oversee the situation there, and the ‘action’ had 
been called off, something Goebbels felt the Jews ought to be grateful to him 
for.” By that time more than 1,000 synagogues in Germany had been burnt; 100 
Jews had been killed, with many more injured, and some 30,000 arrested and 
taken to concentration camps." 

In the German and foreign press on 12 November and over the following days, 
Goebbels represented the pogrom as a justified act of retaliation by a community 
which itself had been attacked. A Chargé d’Affaires at the British Embassy in 
Berlin, George Ogilvie-Forbes, reported that Goebbels ‘in his public utterances, 
condoned what had been done’.’* Following Goebbels’ interpretation, the Jews 
themselves were ordered to clear up the mess created, and no insurance would 
be paid to them for damage sustained. A fine of 1 billion marks was levied on the 
Jewish community. Over the next few weeks, a series of new legislative measures 
was introduced, preventing Jews from attending concerts, plays or cinemas, and 
closing down Jewish newspapers. All Jewish business enterprises were to close by 
1 January 1939, and any Jewish children still in German schools were excluded. 
Jews were forbidden to drive cars, and had to hand in their driver’s licences.'? 
Ogilvie-Forbes was one observer who grasped the full import of these measures. 
He wrote to the British Foreign Minister: 
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Ican find no words strong enough in condemnation of the disgusting treatment 
of so many innocent people and the civilized world is faced with the appalling 
sight of 500,000 people about to rot away in starvation.'? 


The outlines of the pogrom of 9/10 November 1938 have become so well- 
known that it is easy to overlook the horrible impact it had on the Jews of 
Germany. Many who had become sadly accustomed to legislative discrimination 
were for the first time exposed to direct physical assault. There is a tone of real 
fear in the diaries of some of the most sensitive observers, like Victor Klemperer, 
as they grasped for the first time the very real danger they now faced, after ‘the 
catastrophe’.' The pogrom was followed by a renewed wave of Jewish emigration 
from Germany. What did Goebbels hope to gain from the pogrom, which he 
has so rightly been identified with?!‘ There is no doubt that he was unhappy 
with the pre-existing situation, which still allowed a significant number of Jews 
to live alongside the ‘Germans’, and still to share many everyday activities in 
the public sphere. Goebbels used the pogrom to prepare the way for a much 
more extensive separation of the Jews from the German population. He also 
wanted simply to instil fear in the Jews. Friedlander expresses this well: ‘In 
essence the life of the Jews of Germany was to be made so unpleasant that they 
would make every effort to leave by whatever means.’!” Although stressing after 
11 November that Germany would respond to the shooting of Rath by legal 
means, Goebbels was happy to encourage the resort to mob violence, or what 
he called ‘the Volk’s anger’, much as he had encouraged illegal violence in Berlin 
before 1933. Notably, in interviews with foreign press correspondents after the 
pogrom, Goebbels insisted that the attacks on Jews and their property had not 
been organized, but were spontaneous.'® In a speech on 13 November, Goebbels 
also hinted that there was more to come, declaring in language which has since 
become notorious, that ‘the Jewish question will finally be solved’.'? 

Goebbels never expressed human sympathy for the Jews who suffered so 
grievously as a result of his actions. He was clearly a man capable of finer feelings: 
he displayed a tender concern for his children, and his empathy with ‘martyrs’ 
like Horst Wessel was genuine. His reactions to literature, music, and to nature 
show that he was a man of some sensitivity. Although unscrupulous and cynical 
he was not altogether lacking in a sense of conscience. His racially centred 
view of the world put the Jews beyond any of this; he considered them, as a 
whole, and without exception, so fiendish and diabolical that they merited 
absolutely no empathy. Rather as Himmler later enjoined his SS executioners 
to dignity and correct conduct, Goebbels was only troubled by the thought of 
‘unpleasant excesses’ against the Jews, which, he noted, had occurred in Bremen 
during the pogrom he had licensed on 9 November 1938.?° Earlier that year, 
after the ‘action’ that he and Helldorff had mounted in Berlin, Goebbels had 
expressed his disapproval of ‘disgusting things’ which had happened to Jews 
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arrested and detained in Sachsenhausen.?' This derived from his preoccupation 
with ‘order’, and from concern that Germans were lowering themselves, and 
not from sympathy with the Jews themselves. Nor did Goebbels confront the 
blatantly obvious fact that his speeches and proclamations encouraged profound 
insensitivity, cruelty, and sadism, and helped to create a situation in which 
‘excesses’ were likely to occur. 

He gave an example of this moral blindness in a speech in Reichenberg, 
the newly appointed ‘capital’ of the annexed Sudetenland, only ten days after 
Kristallnacht (the ‘Night of Broken Glass’). Before a large and enthusiastic crowd, 
Goebbels referred to the horrified reaction of the outside world towards the 
violence perpetrated against Jews in Germany. He generated laughter with this 
observation: ‘The world will gradually calm down about the Jewish question. 
I believe so, I hope so. I hope so above all in the interests of the Jews who still 
remain in Germany.’” In the weeks after the November pogrom, Goebbels was 
briefly roused from depression, consistently taking the most radical course in 
the discussions among leading Nazis about the intensification of anti-Jewish 
measures. Goebbels’ involvement in the November pogrom, and his incitement 
of the SA to violence against the Jews, is typically ascribed to opportunism.” Most 
writers suggest that he saw the assassination of Rath in Paris as an excuse to curry 
favour with Hitler by encouraging a retaliatory pogrom against the Jews, but this 
overlooks his deep-seated hostility to the Jews, and his real frustration with their 
continued presence in Germany. It also overlooks the ‘actions’ he had directed 
with Helldorff in Berlin only a few months previously. Goebbels had long wanted 
to see measures taken to force the Jews out of Germany altogether. 

Goebbels was more decisively lifted from his depression by the quickening 
tempo of German expansion in the spring of 1939. From the time of the Munich 
settlement, Goebbels had been clear in his own mind that the annexation of 
the Sudetenland was merely temporary, and that what remained of the ‘cadaver 
state’ of Czechoslovakia would have to disappear. He was recovering from another 
bout of intense kidney pains, when on 10 March internal tensions between 
Czechs and Slovaks provided the pretext the Nazis had been waiting for. Hitler 
summoned Goebbels, Ribbentrop, and Keitel, and informed them that on 15 
March, German troops would invade Czechoslavakia. In his report of a later 
meeting that day Goebbels made no effort to hide the conspiratorial behaviour 
which now underpinned German foreign policy: ‘In the late afternoon with the 
Fiihrer again. We sketch out an announcement that the Tiso government had 
again appealed to the German Government in a note before its arrest. We can 
submit later the precise content according to need. The Fiihrer rightly says that 
history cannot be made with lawyers.’ Goebbels suggested that Hitler show his 
face at the theatre that evening, and the two of them went afterwards to the 
artists’ club in Berlin that Goebbels had established. ‘It is very nice and happy 
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there, and we have an alibi. There is conversation on many things. I feel myself 
once again quite well.” 

He was elated by the capitulation of the Czechs, Hitler’s entry into Prague on 
15 March, the proclamation that the provinces of Bohemia and Moravia were 
now a German ‘Protectorate’, and the impotent reaction of Britain and France. 
He wrote: ‘In the evening the Führer arrives in Prague and takes a flat in the 
Hradchin. That sounds like a fairy tale, and it is indeed the truth, complete, 
full, gladsome truth. What a great time we live in! And what bliss to work in 
it!’ Goebbels’ conviction that the indignation expressed in Paris and London 
was ‘only theatre’ was strengthened by the Lithuanian concession of the town 
of Memel to Germany only days after the invasion of Czechoslovakia. ‘Pitiful 
democracy,’ he wrote, ‘your name is cowardice!’”” Goebbels was unimpressed 
by the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s speech in Birmingham 
on 17 March in which he reacted with measured but unambiguous terms to 
the invasion of Bohemia, and warned Hitler that ‘no greater mistake could be 
made’ than to imagine that Britain would not resist an attempt ‘to dominate 
the world by force’. Commenting in his diary on this speech, Goebbels wrote 
‘this good old man [this phrase was written sarcastically, and unusually, in 
English] is getting fresh, as only the English can be’. Publicly he mocked the 
spectacle of ‘England as the somewhat aged moral aunt of Europe, sitting on 
the plush sofa of its Empire’.”® By the time that Chamberlain announced to the 
House of Commons on 31 March that Britain would go to the aid of Poland 
if that country were attacked, Goebbels had left Germany for a holiday in the 
Mediterranean. When he read about Chamberlain’s guarantee to Poland some 
days later, he was again dismissive.” 

By then Goebbels was relaxing in the Italian-controlled island of Rhodes, 
musing about past cultures and the mixing of different peoples he saw there. He 
thought most of the decent architecture on Rhodes was the product of Italian 
Fascism, and was horrified when he toured the Jewish quarter of the city of 
Rhodes in a horse-drawn wagon. He described it as ‘poor and stinking with refuse 
and filth’. He thought the Turkish quarter ‘not much better’, but he comforted 
himself with the thought that there were always ‘master races’ which had to 
put these others to use.*° Goebbels even made a quick excursion by aeroplane to 
Cairo, where he visited the pyramids and the Sphinx. He was hugely impressed, 
observing that ‘here the reality surpasses the imagination’.*' Back in Rhodes he 
heard that the Poles had concluded a reciprocal agreement with Britain, but noted 
only that the Poles would ‘perhaps have to pay heavily’ for this.* 

Over the next few months, Hitler assumed that the British, and the French, 
who had also offered a guarantee to Poland, were bluffing. Anxiously reading 
public opinion reports through the summer months, Goebbels reassured himself 
that the mood in Germany was resolute, if not enthusiastic for war. As Hitler’s 
attention turned to the ‘free city’ of Danzig, and to Poland, he and Goebbels 
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persuaded themselves that once again the timing was everything. If only they 
struck at the right moment, Britain would stand aside. Danzig, an ancient 
Hanseatic city with an overwhelmingly German population, had been declared 
a ‘free city’ after the First World War, and was supervised by a League of Nations 
High Commissioner. Critically, the city was included in the Polish customs area, 
giving the Poles rights to use the city’s harbour and waterways. The Poles were 
also placed in charge of the city’s post and telephone services; after 1920 they 
were allowed a military base on the Westerplatte peninsula, which overlooked 
the entrance to the harbour. There was an active Nazi movement in Danzig, led 
since 1930 by Albert Forster, and Hitler was now demanding that the city and 
its surrounding enclave be returned to German sovereignty.” The Poles, rightly 
fearing that this was not the last demand Hitler would make affecting their 
sovereignty, were determined not to yield. On 17 June, Goebbels flew to Danzig 
to deliver what the British Consul-General called ‘a bellicose speech’.** Goebbels 
declared, before (he recorded) a ‘sea of people’ outside the opera house: 


I come from the Reich to bring you the greetings of the Führer and of the 
German Volk. I stand here on the soil of a German town, before me are tens 
of thousands of German people, and all around there are innumerable signs of 
German culture, German customs, German style, and German architecture. 


Later in his speech, Goebbels repeated Hitler’s recent words to the Reichstag: 
‘Danzig is a German town and it wants to be part of Germany.’ Over the next 
few weeks the British government was informed by its Consul-General of various 
German military preparations in Danzig and East Prussia, and on 10 July, Neville 
Chamberlain announced in the House of Commons that Britain would regard 
any German attempt to change the status of Danzig as a matter ‘affecting Polish 
national existence and independence’. He reminded the House of the guarantee 
already made to Poland, and stated that ‘we are firmly resolved to carry out this 
undertaking’. Goebbels bizarrely thought this was ‘not quite so curt’ as previous 
announcements, and hoped that London and Paris would still ‘give way if we 
build a golden bridge to them’.*° 

Berlin was gripped by an oppressive heat in the last days of August as German 
troops massed along the Polish frontier, and Goebbels supervised arrangements 
to put his ministry on a wartime footing. He had for some time been apprised 
of Hitler’s intention to seek a non-aggression Pact with Stalin, and was — on the 
surface at least - delighted with the announcement of this on 24 August 1939.37 
He was genuinely dismayed the next day by the news that Italy was not prepared 
to go to war alongside Germany. Goebbels had for years been a huge admirer of 
Mussolini, and of what he perceived as the achievements of Italian Fascism. Now 
he was forced to confess to himself that he had always feared that the Italians 
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would let them down. Nonetheless, Goebbels was fatally committed to Hitler’s 
aggressive plans, and was still convinced that he would find ‘a way out of this 
devilish situation’.** 

It is impossible to know with any certainty what Goebbels thought about 
the risk of war with Britain and France. He did not complacently assume, as 
did Hitler and Ribbentrop, that Britain and France might again stand aside if 
Germany attacked Poland and reclaimed Danzig. Goebbels thought this was 
possible but did not rely on it; he also sensed that war with Britain might be a 
protracted affair. He was by this time though so intoxicated by Hitler’s foreign 
policy successes and his apparently infallible sense of timing that he failed to 
restrain him. His sense of personal dependence on and submission to Hitler may 
also have prevented him from fully speaking his mind. Intriguingly, the British 
Ambassador in Paris reported to London on 24 August a conversation with his 
American counterpart, who told him that Goebbels had ‘recently advised Hitler 
against war as long as Mr. Roosevelt was President, owing to the likelihood of 
the latter dragging in the United States on the side of Great Britain and France, 
but this advice apparently fell on deaf ears’.*? There was a real difference between 
the attitude of Hitler, as recorded by the British journalist Leonard Mosley in 
July 1939, and Goebbels. ‘There will be no war’, Hitler told Mosley: ‘There was 
no war over the Sudetenland, nor over Czechoslovakia. There will be no war 
over Danzig.’ When Mosley disagreed, Hitler repeated: ‘There was no war over 
Sudetenland! There will be none over Poland! The conditions are exactly the same 
and your actions will be the same.’*° Goebbels never expressed this conviction 
in his diary. When, despite Mussolini’s lack of nerve, Hitler continued with his 
plan to attack Poland, Goebbels concealed from his diary any real misgivings 
he might have had, and resorted to the euphemistic language already being 
developed to camouflage the most sinister plans of the Nazis. On 31 August 
Hitler told him that the order for the attack on Poland at 5.00 a.m. next day had 
been issued. Goebbels wrote: 


Goring is still sceptical. The Fiihrer also does not believe that England will 
attack. Nobody can determine that at the moment. The SS gets special orders 
for the night. 


It is not clear what Goebbels meant here by ‘special orders’. He may have been 
referring to the plans to arrest and murder members of the Polish intelligentsia 
and priesthood in the wake of a German advance, but it is much more likely 
that he was referring specifically to the plan to use murdered concentration 
camp inmates to simulate a Polish attack on the German radio transmitter at 
Gleiwitz on the morning of 1 September. Later in the same diary entry he wrote, 
as if recording a factual occurrence, ‘Polish attack on the Gleiwitz transmitter. 
We will make the most of that.’*' After getting up early the next day, Goebbels 
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attended the ‘historic sitting’ of the Reichstag on 1 September, where Hitler 
declared that since 5.45 a.m. that morning, German forces had been ‘returning 
fire’ on Poles.” 

For several hours German troops had in fact been advancing into Polish 
territory. A group of Polish customs officials and railway workers near Danzig had 
already been executed, and Polish buildings in the city had been occupied. The 
Polish garrison on the Westerplatte was under bombardment.* There followed 
an anxious two days in Berlin while Goebbels followed the reports from Poland, 
and awaited the British and French response. It has been suggested that Goebbels, 
like many others around Hitler, was shocked and dismayed when Britain and 
then France declared war on Germany on 3 September, but Goebbels was notably 
objective in his private response to this, writing only: ‘Will London actually go 
the whole way?’ Presumably he still thought an all-out confrontation might be 
avoided. He was more concerned by the news later that day that Churchill had 
been brought into Chamberlain’s Cabinet. This provoked him to dissent from 
Hitler’s view that the war in the West would be only ‘a potato war’. Nonetheless, 
he wrote, ‘we will fight and work one way or another until victory’. 

Although war has been seen as the fullest expression of Nazism,* it was not 
altogether comfortable for Goebbels. He delighted in the extraordinary German 
military successes that characterized the first nine months of the war, and in the 
part he played in supporting them. He saw himself - in a phrase he frequently 
used in his diary — as ‘always a civilian’, and had no particular interest or expertise 
in purely military matters. He made no attempt to interfere in military strategy. 
He did not like wearing uniform, and maintained his scorn for the narrow- 
mindedness of the military caste. Inevitably, the coming of war meant a change 
in his role, and in his relationship with Hitler, who had symbolically donned 
a field-grey uniform on 1 September, and soon left for the front. Since 1925 
Goebbels had championed an all-or-nothing approach to politics, declaring that 
his commitment to Nazism was ‘to death’, and he fully espoused Hitler’s crude 
Darwinism which saw war as a necessary condition of life. He and Hitler were 
also fully committed to the idea that German defeat in the First World War had 
not been a consequence of military failure, but was brought about by superior 
Allied propaganda and the insidious influence of enemies within. They therefore 
saw propaganda, and the maintenance of public opinion in Germany not as 
tangential matters, but just as important as the military conduct of the war. 

Goebbels, who had always made a virtue of work, applied himself with renewed 
devotion to the propaganda war, determined that this time, the Volk would not 
let down the military. He immediately secured Hitler’s approval for a law making 
listening to foreign radio broadcasts an offence punishable by death.“ He himself 
followed the reporting of the war by overseas newspapers and radio stations as 
closely as he could, and either reacted to or tried to pre-empt the propaganda 
from other countries, above all Britain and the USA. He instituted a daily 11.00 
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a.m. ‘ministerial conference’ in the Propaganda Ministry for departmental heads 
of Radio, Film, and Press, as well as representatives of other ministries, and the 
Wehrmacht. Here Goebbels would issue his daily reading of the international and 
internal situation, and seek to dictate the broad lines of propaganda in all its 
manifestations.?’ He fought tenaciously to preserve his sphere of influence in this 
changed situation, concerned particularly by the new importance conferred on 
Ribbentrop by Hitler, temporarily impressed by his handling of the negotiations 
with the Soviet Union. Even as the first sweeping successes in Poland were being 
reported, and as Goebbels embarked on the first of what he saw as personal 
duels with Churchill - over the sinking of the passenger liner Athenia - he had 
to bother Hitler with one of the demarcation disputes endemic to Nazism.“ On 
7 September he was flown out in a bomber to Hitler’s field headquarters in an 
armoured train; before discussing Goebbels’ propaganda work they discussed his 
relationship with Ribbentrop. It was, wrote Goebbels, ‘a disgrace that one has to 
do this in the middle of a war’. The next day Hitler dictated a new ‘decree’, which 
outlined a ‘middle way’ between his two lieutenants.” In a typically confused 
arrangement, this gave Ribbentrop responsibility for the ‘general policy’ in ‘the 
domain of foreign policy propaganda’.°® Goebbels had to tolerate the presence in 
his ministry of a number of Ribbentrop’s men, and his contempt for the Foreign 
Office only grew as the war went on. 

Significantly, Goebbels did not deliver any speeches of his own during the 
Polish campaign, something noticed by Klemperer in Dresden, who asked 
himself, ‘Where is Goebbels?’>! Presumably Hitler, who postponed a planned 
radio speech by Goebbels on 17 September,” feared that Goebbels might impede 
the conclusion of a favourable peace with the British and French after the Polish 
campaign by an over-inflammatory speech. It was not until late October that 
Goebbels delivered one of his own speeches on the radio, which centred on 
an intemperate attack on Churchill. In the meantime Goebbels concealed his 
frustrations by concentrating on other forms of propaganda. As well as the foreign 
media, he anxiously scrutinized the public opinion reports from around the 
German Reich compiled every week after the start of the war by the security 
police (SD). He interrogated anyone he met who had been to the front, or to 
any part of Germany, about the mood there. He rapidly regained ground lost 
to Ribbentrop and the military men with the huge success of his war newsreels, 
and to a lesser extent, of his broadcasting. 

For years Goebbels had taken a particular interest in newsreel, and had been 
more enthusiastic about its development as a propaganda tool than that of other 
cinematic genres. The Blitzkrieg in Poland provided him with the opportunity to 
take war newsreels to a new stage. His Propaganda Companies, advancing with 
the frontline units of the Wehrmacht, provided action footage of unprecedented 
immediacy; he - aided by technicians and film directors like Fritz Hippler - edited 
this and added a spoken commentary and music. The resulting films of German 
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tanks advancing past burning buildings, of dive-bombers pulverizing Warsaw, 
and of columns of marching troops, were hugely popular with most of the 
German public. Film attendance went up dramatically, and an impression of 
German invincibility was strongly conveyed abroad. Goebbels also extended 
his programme of foreign-language broadcasting. He had before the war started 
‘secret transmissions’ to the Soviet Union, and sponsored a huge expansion 
of Germany’s broadcasting capacity. He now pursued this more vigorously, 
and existing transmitters had to relinquish German-language programmes for 
broadcasts in 19 other languages,” like those notoriously delivered by William 
Joyce - Lord Haw-Haw - in English. 

If Goebbels’ propaganda was enormously successful in conveying an impression 
of menace and of military invincibility, it was markedly less successful in winning 
support for Nazism, or in gaining trust in its sincerity. Goebbels had a notoriously 
flexible attitude to any concept of ‘truth’ in his propaganda, and believed that the 
end justified any means. In January 1940 he summarized his credo in his diary, 
reporting a conversation with a key aide, Hans Fritzsche: ‘He does not correctly 
understand the value of repetition in propaganda. One must eternally say the 
same in eternally changing forms. The Volk is at bottom very conservative. It 
must be completely imbued with our points of view by constant repetition.’ 

The rapid success of German arms in Poland, and the extraordinary quiescence 
of the British and French led Goebbels to hope that peace might swiftly follow. 
He was not alone. Foreign correspondents and diplomats had all remarked on 
the obvious apprehension of the German public when Poland was invaded (the 
British Ambassador, Nevile Henderson, described the mood in Berlin as one of 
‘utter gloom and depression’), and on 6 October Hitler made a ‘peace speech’ 
to the Reichstag, offering to take part in an international conference, which 
would have to accept the partition of Poland by Germany and the Soviet Union 
as irrevocable. Days later, rumours spread through Germany that the British 
government had resigned, George VI had abdicated, and there was to be an 
armistice. The SD reported that there were stoppages at work as people downed 
tools to find out more, and that there were excited gatherings in streets. The news 
ran through Berlin, and was formally announced to students at the University. 
Troops arriving on a train were joyously told that ‘the war was over’.*° Goebbels 
himself saw ‘people on the street embracing one another’, and immediately 
spoke on the radio to refute the rumour, something which he admitted caused 
‘great disappointment’ .57 

After the hectic excitement of September 1939, Goebbels had now to endure 
the suspense of the ‘phoney war’. He consoled himself after the peace rumours 
of 10 October with the thought that, like Brüning and Schleicher before them, 
Chamberlain and Daladier would be overcome. ‘If we don’t mess things up 
ourselves, we must win. And we will.’5® He concealed his disappointment over 
what he saw as British intransigence with an increasingly reckless philosophy. 
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He and Hitler agreed in a conversation in January 1940 that people were most 
courageous when they had burnt their bridges behind them, and that this 
should always be done ‘when one stood before really difficult decisions’. Hitler 
apparently exemplified this with reference to wide-ranging historical examples 
- notably that of Frederick the Great - but also with reference to the Polish 
campaign, and the ‘present situation’, leading Goebbels to assert: ‘We simply 
must not lose the war.’™ Even at this early stage of the war, Goebbels seems to 
have realized that Hitler had over-reached himself, and his underlying sense of 
doubt is only underscored by his repeated protestations. 

In these private conversations Goebbels and Hitler also developed their racial 
convictions, and their ambitions for the growing German Reich. Since March 
1939, they controlled not only a population of some 90 million ‘Germans’, but 
an increasing number of other peoples. The war did nothing to diminish the 
crude stereotyping which underlay Goebbels’ view of these different ‘races’, or to 
soften his extraordinarily brutal attitudes towards them. As the Polish campaign 
was drawing to a close on 29 September, Hitler told Goebbels of his plan to divide 
Poland into three strips: one in the west to be ‘Germanized’, a second to contain 
‘the good Polish element’, and a third, east of the River Vistula, into which they 
would ‘force the bad Polish element and the Jews, also those from the Reich’. A 
week later, they spoke again about Poland, Hitler relating experiences from the 
campaign. The Poles carried ‘the dangers of the steppes right up to the frontiers 
of Europe’; as for the Jews, they were ‘not even humans any more’. They had 
‘to be made harmless’.*! Even before this, Goebbels had started work on what 
he called a ‘ghetto film’ with Fritz Hippler, an anti-Semitic production using 
footage of Polish Jews. It would make ‘the most cutting anti-Semitic propaganda 
that could be imagined’.% Although Goebbels initially hoped this film would be 
ready for showing in three or four weeks, it took much longer, and working on 
it became an obsession for him. Hippler and his production team travelled to 
Lodz and Warsaw, forcing Jews to slaughter animals and to read from the Torah 
for the cameras, and filming the most graphic examples of poverty and ugliness 
they could find.‘ Over the next year he and Goebbels worked this material into 
the film entitled Der ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew). The scenes of ritual slaughter 
had a particular fascination for Goebbels, and after first seeing them he wrote: 
‘This Jewry must be exterminated.’ Earlier that day he had discussed the film 
with Hitler, who was ‘very interested’. This was the first time that Goebbels had 
used this kind of language in speaking of the Jews. It marks a radical intensifica- 
tion of his views. A fortnight later, Goebbels showed the same scenes to Hitler 
and his entourage.® 

Always keen to see things for himself, Goebbels flew to Poland on 31 October 
for a brief tour of Łódź and Warsaw. He was horrified by what he saw of Łódź, 
and its Jewish quarter: ‘It is indescribable. These are not people any more, these 
are animals. And that is therefore not a humanitarian, but a clinical task.’ He 
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was not much more impressed by the ‘Polish streets’: ‘That is already Asia’. He 
spoke with his staff in the city, and they agreed that they would have to proceed 
‘radically against the Poles’. As for Warsaw: ‘That is hell. A city demolished ... 
People creep through the streets like insects.’ He was glad to get away.‘ What 
Goebbels meant by proceeding ‘radically’ can be judged from a comment he had 
made in his diary several days previously, when he noted with regard to reports 
from the city of Posen that ‘there is not much left of the intelligentsia’. With 
horrifying rapidity, Goebbels joined with Hitler and Himmler in their plans for 
huge population movements as part of a racial restructuring of Eastern Europe. 
He spoke of these displacements - most of them involuntary - with shocking 
bluntness. Goebbels did though place limits on the territory he thought fit for 
incorporation into the Reich. He was horrified by the idea of turning LödZ, which 
lay in the area now styled as the ‘Wartheland’, into a German city, noting: ‘We 
could so well have used this city as a dumping ground [Abladeplatz].’° 

Goebbels displayed a similarly unenthusiastic attitude to the Czechs in the 
‘Protectorate’ of Bohemia and Moravia. Although, after hearing Hitler praise 
the quality of Czech munitions captured in Poland, Goebbels was prepared to 
concede that they had some technical aptitude, he still believed that they were an 
inferior race which had to be repressed. He was incensed by the obvious support 
displayed in the ‘Protectorate’ for France and Britain in the opening weeks of the 
war, and after student demonstrations in Prague, he was pleased by the closing 
of the universities for three years, and by the arrival of SS troops from Graz to 
restore order, writing: ‘The war against enemies of the state must be carried out 
with force, not with formalities.’ 

With this crude belief in the virtue of force, and that any sympathy in dealing 
with occupied populations was misplaced, Goebbels failed to understand why 
feeling outside Germany towards Nazism in 1939 and 1940 was so hostile. He 
concentrated during the ‘phoney war’ on attacking the ‘plutocrats’ ranged against 
Germany, a formula adopted after the Pact with Moscow, and on maintaining 
support for Hitler. Once it became clear that Britain and France would not 
negotiate on Hitler’s terms, Goebbels was allowed to resume public speaking, 
and this brought him, as it always had done, real pleasure. In December 1939 he 
travelled to Danzig, Posen, Bromberg, and Thorn, all now reinstated as German 
towns, rejoicing in the German architecture he saw there. He made a distinction 
between these towns, which he thought of as essentially ‘German’, and Łódź, 
which he did not, even when its name was changed to ‘Litzmannstadt’, in honour 
of a First World War German general. Goebbels then journeyed to Aachen and 
Trier, near the Western Front, and spoke to troops there. Back in Berlin he spoke 
to leaders of the League of German Girls. In the New Year, Goebbels travelled in 
the ‘Siberian cold’ to Posen, where he spoke to ‘20,000 Germans’. This rally was 
staged for ‘Germans [Volksdeutsche] from the Wartheland and from the Baltic 
and from Volhynia’, these latter groups ethnic Germans now being repatriated 


218 Joseph Goebbels 


from outside Germany under the terms of the Pact with Stalin in 1939. Goebbels 
enjoyed this greatly, writing that it was ‘a real fighting meeting like old times’.”” 
A 20-minute recording of the end of this speech has survived, allowing us to 
see the rhetorical strategies Goebbels was employing at this still uncertain stage 
of the war. Most of his audience had not previously been German citizens, and 
he spoke at length about the Volk of which they were now a part. He told his 
listeners that ‘this people’s war [Volkskrieg] must be carried through’, and that if 
they did not prevail, their right to existence as a Volk would be lost. Trust in the 
Führer would see them through. In his peroration, Goebbels called on his audience 
to ‘look on the Führer with belief, and in good and bad times call to him: You 
order, and we will follow!’”! Back in Berlin, Goebbels resumed his tradition of 
an annual pilgrimage to the grave of Horst Wessel in February 1940, where he 
spoke briefly to a gathering of Party veterans.” 

These were difficult months in Germany. The winter of 1939-40 was unusually 
severe, and frozen rivers and canals disrupted the normal distribution of coal. 
There was a prolonged shortage in Berlin, forcing the closure of many public 
buildings, and Goebbels fretted about the effects this had on morale. Frustrated 
by the lack of military activity, Goebbels struggled to maintain a realistic appraisal 
of developments. His propaganda was able successfully to present genuine 
German successes, like the sinking of the battleship Royal Oak in Scapa Flow in 
October 1939 by a German submarine, but he miscalculated when reporting the 
naval encounter off the River Plate in December. The battle between the pocket 
battleship Graf Spee and three smaller British cruisers was initially presented in 
Germany as a victory, but Goebbels was forced into an embarrassing retreat when 
the Graf Spee was subsequently scuttled. He gave instructions that only the barest 
details of this should be released to the press.” Goebbels seemed even further 
from reality, when he reported on a German air attack on the British naval base 
at Scapa Flow in March 1940. He appears here to have been led by his hatred for 
Churchill, writing in his diary: ‘He has suffered the greatest defeat of this war at 
Scapa Flow.’”4 In fact the German attack had only damaged one British vessel, and 
Churchill was pleased by the pretext this gave the British for attacking Germany 
with bombs rather than propaganda leaflets.” There was a prolonged propaganda 
duel over the subsequent retaliatory British raid on the island of Sylt. Conducting 
this in Berlin, Goebbels wrote: ‘There I am in my element.’ 

He was presented with much more dramatic material in April 1940, when the 
‘phoney war’ was ended by Hitler’s surprise attack on Denmark and Norway. 
This was followed in May by the attack on the Low Countries and on France. 
In the space of a few weeks the political and military situation in Europe was 
completely transformed by the unprecedented success of German arms. From 
all sides the role played by Goebbels’ propaganda in this was acknowledged. 
He was widely credited with having undermined French self-belief, and with 
having helped to intimidate smaller countries like Holland and Belgium which 
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offered little resistance to the onslaught of the Luftwaffe and the Wehrmacht. In 
Germany cinema audiences flocked to see the dramatic newsreels produced every 
week. At the height of the French campaign, Goebbels wrote that the weekly 
newsreels ‘with their realistic scenes of war aroused not relief, but only anger and 
satisfaction’.’’ Reports from the SD spoke of the universal ‘amazement’ German 
audiences had for the technical quality of the newsreels, and the rapidity with 
which scenes from the front line were available for public consumption.’® 

Goebbels was also planning a return to the field of journalism. As Germany 
expanded he had seized the opportunity to establish German-language newspapers 
in occupied areas, and had devoted particular attention to setting up a new weekly 
newspaper which might appeal to audiences both in Germany and abroad, and to 
which he could contribute regularly. This was Das Reich (The Empire), abroadsheet 
which was published first on 26 May 1940 and then appeared every Sunday until 
the last days of the war in 1945. Goebbels contributed a leading article, published 
on the front page, to every issue, commenting typically on the conduct of the war, 
and on internal German affairs, but also expounding his views on culture, the 
arts, and history more generally. Initially, Das Reich had a circulation of 100,000 
copies, but this soon rose to 1.4 million, as the supply of paper was channelled 
to publications favoured by the Nazi Party.” There was an insatiable demand for 
news and information in wartime Germany, and even opponents of the Nazis, 
like Victor Klemperer, were anxious readers of Das Reich. 

Goebbels shared with most of the German population the sense of relief and 
exultation at the French collapse which came to a head on 22 June 1940, when 
a ceasefire was signed between France and Germany at Compiègne in the same 
railway carriage used for the signing of the Armistice in November 1918. While 
Goebbels’ cameramen filmed the ceremony in Compiegne for cinema audiences, 
Goebbels himself was at Schwanenwerder, waiting anxiously for news. Hitler 
telephoned him to report on the successful conclusion of the German-French 
negotiations, and Goebbels wrote: ‘Everything is perfect ... Great, glorious, 
Germany!’® There was an anxious wait of 48 hours before the formal end of 
fighting between the French and the Italians, who had joined in, on the German 
side, at the last moment. In the last hours, Goebbels gathered with ‘a small circle 
of fellow-workers’, Magda, and her sister-in-law Ello, by the lakeside at Lanke on 
a ‘silvery clear night’.*’ According to Schaumburg-Lippe, who was among those 
present, when the ceasefire was announced on the radio, Goebbels did something 
very unusual, and ordered champagne. Apparently finding it difficult to speak, 
he said, ‘Gentlemen, it is pretty much certain that the war is over.’*? 

Over the next few days, Goebbels also shared the widespread hope that Britain 
would not fight on. On 7 July he arranged a huge ceremonial welcome for Hitler’s 
return from the front to Berlin, and as soon as they could get away from the 
crowds, the two men spoke about ‘the situation’. Hitler was evidently undecided 
on how best to proceed against the British: ‘He still does not know above all 
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whether he should again appeal to England.’* Hitler went on to the Obersalzberg 
to contemplate this further, and Goebbels was informed a few days later of the 
plan to mount a campaign against Britain, ‘the main burden of which will be 
carried by the Luftwaffe. We will hit suddenly and hard. The English Lords [Die 
Herren Engländer] can not hold out long against that.’** Goebbels was longing 
for peace, and for the possibilities that a Nazi domination of mainland Europe 
held out. After a long and beautiful summer day spent out at Lanke he wrote 
with longing: ‘What will we first be able to get started on when there is peace’.®° 
There is no doubt that in the summer of 1940 Goebbels - unlike Hitler — was 
hoping for an early end to the war. 

Hitler had decided to appeal to Britain before an aerial onslaught, and he 
convened the Reichstag for 19 July 1940 to summarize his reasons for going to 
war, and to declare that he could see ‘no compelling reason which could force the 
continuation of the war’.® Revealingly, in his summary of the speech, Goebbels 
wrote: ‘Appeal to London with strong dramatic accents. But no closer precision 
on war aims. But psychologically of immense effectiveness. Appeal to reason. We 
didn’t want this war.’ Pessimistically he concluded his diary account of that day: 
‘A great hour is past. Now the speech goes out to the whole world through our 
transmitters. It is London’s turn to speak. I don’t believe in peace. First war!’’” 
Famously, the BBC German Service broadcast an immediate rejection of any offer 
of peace, and Churchill gave no reaction at all to Hitler’s speech, commenting 
only to colleagues that he was not on speaking terms with Hitler.’ Goebbels 
wrote: ‘Yesterday: first English reaction: completely negative. The sharpest, quite 
cynical rejection. No official voice, although one sees Churchill’s guiding hand. 
Also a very frosty reaction from the USA.’® 

It is no exaggeration to say that over the next six months, Goebbels was 
entirely preoccupied with the war against Britain. At first he entertained the 
notion that Churchill had only limited public support in Britain, but gradually 
realized that this was not the case. He thought Churchill was a liar and was 
genuinely outraged by the propaganda against Germany which emanated from 
Britain. Goebbels had already conceded that Churchill had certain qualities, and 
his hatred of him was increasingly tempered by a grudging respect. Back in April 
1940, commenting on one of Churchill’s speeches, he had written: ‘Churchill 
has a good style. A man with great gifts, but without character and stature.’” 
Goebbels had little close contact with the aerial campaign against Britain, or 
the preparations for invasion, and he became increasingly frustrated with the 
poor level of intelligence reaching Germany from Britain. He was desperately 
frustrated by the delay before the Luftwaffe started to attack targets in Britain in 
August 1940, and constantly used the weather to explain the Luftwaffe’s failure 
to gain aerial supremacy over southern Britain. On 23 August Goebbels used his 
ministerial conference to tell subordinates that they must prepare the public for 
the possibility that the war would carry on over the winter.?' He was delighted 
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by the shift from bombing airfields and military targets to direct attacks on 
London’s civilian population in September 1940, and like British strategists later, 
he assumed initially that aerial attacks on civilians would force the enemy out 
of the war. Hitler told him as early as 23 September 1940 that an invasion of 
Britain was impossible,” but still Goebbels repeatedly expressed the idea that 
Britain would not be able to hold out, that a few weeks of good weather, and a 
few more aerial attacks would finish the war. He reported constantly on rumours 
of panic, defeatism, and social dissent from Britain. As the Luftwaffe turned to 
night bombing, he kept a daily record of the tonnage of ordnance unloaded on 
British cities, rejoicing in the damage done to each. As late as 18 November, as 
he contemplated how the German people might be prepared for a second war 
winter, he wrote that with a couple of weeks’ good weather, ‘the case of England 
could be eventually liquidated’. He finished a volume of his diary in a hotel in 
Munich on 20 November in some frustration, writing: ‘When will the Churchill 
creature finally capitulate?’ 

Other factors were contributing to what Goebbels conceded was a ‘small 
spiritual crisis’ in mid-October 1940, one he clearly shared with many others 
in Germany.” The war had come home directly to Germany, and to Berlin 
specifically in August 1940, with the first British bombing raids. Most histories 
of British bombing in the Second World War emphasize the difficulties and the 
relative weakness of the early attacks made on German cities. Few aircraft were 
involved and only small bomb-loads could be carried to a city as distant as Berlin 
in 1940.% Even locating a blacked-out city on a dark night in cloudy weather was 
difficult. It is all the more striking then to see the effect the British attacks had in 
Berlin, where, although an air-raid alarm had been sounded on the second day of 
war, with the exception of a solitary French visitor, no enemy aircraft had been 
seen before August 1940. Goebbels heard the first British bombers which arrived 
on the evening on 25 August. From outside the city he watched the ‘majestic 
display’ of the flak, and noted that he got only a few hours of sleep.” When a 
British bomber was shot down near Lanke in October, Goebbels went to see the 
wreckage: ‘A heap of iron and steel, amongst it the charred parts of three bodies. 
A ghastly sight. But always better the English than us.’ 

Goebbels was also compelled, like the rest of Berlin’s population, to spend many 
hours in air-raid shelters as a result of these early raids. His evening conversations 
with Hitler, and their shared viewing of films was on occasion interrupted. On 
20 December the two of them had to take refuge underground, and while they 
waited for the all-clear, they discussed a range of topics, including a plea for 
clemency from Martin Niemöller. Neither was inclined to be merciful, according 
to Goebbels’ summary of the conversation: ‘Out of the question. He can eat well, 
and get fat, so that nobody can any longer confuse him with a martyr. But he 
will not be let loose upon humanity again. He should have thought about that 
earlier.’ Although the bombing raids of the RAF caused relatively few casualties 
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36. Goebbels paid close attention to the ‘Blitz’ on Britain in the winter of 1940/41. Of this 
attack on Sheffield on 12 December 1940 he wrote: ‘Sheffield hit with 500,000 kg. Our 
airmen report that it was worse than Coventry.’ (TBJG, 14 December 1940, TI, 9, p. 51.) 


in Germany that winter, and did little material damage, they had an enormous 
psychological effect in many German cities, something noted by William Shirer, 
admittedly a biased observer. He wrote that ‘morale tumbled noticeably in Berlin 
when the British visited us almost every evening’.’” Millions of people were 
kept awake for night after night, and as early as September 1940 Goebbels had 
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to discuss with Hitler plans to evacuate children from Berlin.'°' Shrapnel from 
the flak barrages put up against the British aircraft was a hazard, and Goebbels 
complained that unexploded German ordnance was a greater problem than the 
actual bombs dropped.!” By October a programme of construction of air-raid 
shelters in German cities had begun. Little did Goebbels or the German public 
know of the terrible future that lay ahead of them. 


37. The composer Richard 
Wagner was a huge influence 
on Hitler and, to a lesser 
extent, on Goebbels. Both men 
discussed Arno Breker’s bust 
of the composer in 1940, and 
admired the way it presented 
Wagner not as an individual, 
but as the representative of a 
racial type. Goebbels wrote 
that Hitler ‘praises Breker’s 
bust of Wagner. It is the art of 
sculpture to present the typical 
and the permanent, and not 
just photography or mere 
fantasy.’ (TBJG, 6 April 1940, 
ur zu ees TI, 8, p. 37.) 





Goebbels’ fifth daughter Heide was born on 29 October 1940, his 43rd birthday. 
His relationship with Magda had improved noticeably since the outbreak of war, 
helped no doubt by the absence of Karl Hanke and Lida Baarova. Goebbels actually 
saw little of his family after the outbreak of war, as he was almost constantly at 
work. Magda was also away much of the time, ill or convalescing in Dresden. 
They were still ambitiously planning new houses, and Goebbels finally moved 
into one on Hermann-Göring-Strasse in central Berlin on the day Heide was born. 
The details of the interior fittings and furnishings for this house were finalized 
during the heady days of the French campaign, and reflect the huge ambitions 
of that time. Although there were difficulties with the procurement of certain 
materials, notably metals listed as important to the war effort, Goebbels and his 
wife spent much time, energy, and money on meticulous consideration of light 
fittings, carpets, and statuary for the new house and the adjacent Propaganda 
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Ministry. Separate lists of brown, grey and white uniform clothing required for 
Goebbels were drawn up, as well as casual outfits, including 27 suits and 89 ties. 
Leading artists and sculptors, including Professors Klimsch, Kampf, Wackerle, 
Gradl, Schmidt-Ehmen and Arno Breker were commissioned to provide suitable 
statues for house and garden.'% 

Other Nazi leaders were developing private ideas and projects under the 
cover of war. Rosenberg - for all Goebbels’ earlier efforts to clip his wings — was 
developing grandiose plans for a university or Hohe Schule, and as part of this, 
an ‘Institute for the Study of the Jewish Question’. In July 1940 he established 
a group of academics charged with safekeeping ‘material for political research’, 
that is to say, looting cultural artefacts from occupied countries. Göring was 
similarly expanding his private art collection, and Hitler was thinking of a future 
religion based on vegetarianism which could supplant Christianity. He was also 
planning to build a naval base larger than Singapore at Drontheim in Norway, 
and an Autobahn to link this with Graz at the opposite end of the German 
Reich. Goebbels shared in the discussions about these projects, and participated 
actively in several of them. He was instrumental in drawing up lists of art works 
to be confiscated in France and Belgium. He listened with apparent fascination 
to Hitler’s ideas about smoking and diet, although as a heavy smoker and a 
carnivore Goebbels was unable to practise the high ideals preached by the Führer. 
Goebbels was also privy to a more sinister development, the mass murder of the 
mentally ill. On 1 May 1940 he had recorded a conversation with Hitler and 
Philipp Bouhler, the head of Hitler’s private Chancellery: 


Bouhler reports on the liquidation proceedings with the insane, which are 
so necessary and will now be carried through. Still secret. This is causing 
many difficulties.1°° 


Goebbels made no further comment at this point, and it is not clear what he 
meant by ‘difficulties’. At this point the ‘euthanasia’ programme authorized by 
Hitler in October 1939 was getting into its stride, and an effective procedure 
had been developed to kill mentally ill patients with carbon monoxide gas in 
selected institutions, and to pretend to their relatives that they had succumbed 
to ‘natural causes’. Given Goebbels’ acceptance of the killings as ‘necessary’, it is 
most likely that he was referring to ‘difficulties’ with public opinion in Germany. 
He reported a further conversation on this topic in January 1941: 


Discussed the question of the silent liquidation of the mentally ill with Bouhler. 
40,000 have gone, 60,000 still must go. That is a hard, but also a necessary 
work. And it must be done now. Bouhler is the right man for it.!” 
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From this cryptic summary, and from his description of the killing now not as 
‘secret’, but as ‘silent’, it appears that Goebbels was aware of the growing unease 
and many complaints about the ‘euthanasia’ programme from different sections 
of the population. The diplomat Ulrich von Hassell was one who had recorded 
disquiet with the ‘systematic, but uncontrolled killing of the so-called “incurably 
mentally ill”’ in his diary in November 1940, and in January 1941 he wrote about 
the ‘criminal thoughtlessness’ with which this was being done. He recorded how 
parents of a mentally ill daughter had removed her from care after being told 
that she had to be transferred to ‘another institution’. They had subsequently 
received a notice regretting that she had passed away, even though she was at 
home with them.” The Protestant writer and diarist Jochen Klepper recorded 
as early as May 1940 an accurate summary of the procedure being used for the 
‘euthanasia’ programme which he had heard from the leader of a ‘large Christian 
institution’. In August 1940 he wrote that he had spoken to ‘a leading man from 
the Inner Mission’ (a large Protestant missionary foundation) who had attended a 
conference in Hanover, where the ‘extermination’ of those considered ‘unworthy 
of life’, such as ‘criminals, cripples, and the insane’ had been discussed. He wrote 
that ‘15,000 have already been killed’. Klepper, who was an ‘Aryan’ living with 
a Jewish wife and stepdaughter in ever more difficult circumstances, was fully 
aware of the moral enormity of the step that had been taken, commenting: ‘The 
glimmering flame is extinguished, the damaged reed is broken.’ 

Rumours had reached beyond Germany, and on 29 April 1941 Goebbels felt 
compelled to refer in his daily ministerial conference to British reports that the 
programme of forced sterilization and killing of the hereditarily and mentally 
ill in Germany was to be extended after the war to wounded soldiers. The press 
was instructed that ‘the theme of euthanasia should not in any circumstance be 
touched upon’, and that it should concentrate on stressing the care given to war 
wounded." Goebbels clearly felt impelled to do something more proactive to 
combat public unease, and within a fortnight of his second conversation with 
Bouhler, he was at work on a ‘film on euthanasia’ with the director Wolfgang 
Liebeneiner, and giving guidelines for its production.''! This was the film later 
released as Ich klage an (I Accuse), which used established modes like the courtroom 
drama and love story to present a subtle pro-euthanasia message. It was, according 
to Michael Burleigh, ‘powerfully lit, with smooth and graceful camera-work’. The 
film was eventually seen by more than 15 million viewers in wartime Germany 
and was, on the whole, well-received.!!2 The whole approach taken to I Accuse, 
and its avoidance of obviously strident propaganda, suggests that Goebbels was 
quick to learn from the experience of his earlier anti-Jewish films. 

By February 1941, the anti-Jewish films Goebbels had embarked on at the 
start of the war were being shown to huge audiences around Germany, and 
elsewhere in Europe. The ‘documentary’ scenes filmed in Poland in 1939 had 
finally, after much reworking, been presented as Der ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew) in 
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November 1940. Before this, several feature films with anti-Semitic messages had 
played to large audiences, most notably Jud Süß, a historical portrayal of Jewish 
villainy which had been enormously successful with not only the German public. 
Goebbels reported delightedly how it had provoked anti-Semitic disturbances 
in Hungary." The SD reported that in many places around Germany the film 
had provoked ‘open demonstrations against the Jews’. The SD also reported 
that the public reaction to The Eternal Jew had been far more ambivalent, and 
that many had simply stayed away from it-at a time when cinema attendances 
were at an unprecedented peak.'!* This was despite Goebbels’ earlier recognition 
that the film was too horrible, and the resultant preparation of two separate 
editions, a complete one for Party activists, and a version with some of the worst 
slaughterhouse scenes edited out for the general public." Klemperer in Dresden 
recorded that The Eternal Jew was withdrawn after ‘less than a week’.!! Goebbels 
did not refer to the reception of the film in his diary; it was presumably a great 
disappointment to him. This silence stands in marked contrast to his frequent 
references to the making of the film. 

Despite the unpopularity of The Eternal Jew, Goebbels was still determined to 
get all Jews out of Berlin. On 6 September 1940, his aide Hans Hinkel had reported 
to the ministerial conference on plans to transport most of Berlin’s remaining 
71,800 Jews ‘to the East’ in the next four weeks.!!”’ On 17 September Hinkel briefed 
the conference on the larger plan to deport some 3.5 million Jews from Germany 
and German-occupied territories to the French colony of Madagascar.''® This 
unrealistic project came to nothing, but in March 1941 Goebbels again discussed 
the whole issue with Hitler and Hans Frank, the Governor of the occupied area 
of Poland called (since July 1940) the ‘General Government’. Hearing that Jews 
were now being deported from Vienna to the General Government, Goebbels 
wrote: ‘And now Berlin will come in line.’"!’ Although the Jews in the General 
Government were not yet being systematically exterminated, Goebbels was aware 
that many were being killed there during forced deportations. He wrote the next 
day, on a visit to Posen, that ‘a lot has been liquidated here, above all Jewish 
misbehaviour’.'”° Two days later he wrote that he was forbidding ‘our people to 
watch executions of Jews’.!?! 

There should be no doubt whatsoever that Goebbels knew in great detail 
about, and fully complied with the implementation of the mass killing of the 
mentally ill in Germany, and with the developing persecution of the Jews. For 
a brief period in the middle of 1941, his main attention was though diverted 
elsewhere. After a lunch with Hitler on 28 March 1941, Goebbels wrote in an 
analysis of the military situation: ‘on 4 April the long prepared operation against 
Greece should start’. After exploring this he wrote: ‘The great operation then 
comes later: against R. It will be most carefully camouflaged, only the fewest 
know about it.’ Recognizing that there was a ‘Napoleon parallel’ here, Goebbels 
added ‘Psychologically, the whole thing does present some difficulties.’!” 
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This nation is about to take a great and salutary reducing course which will 

free it of its ugliness, and teach it, at a cost of what may well be immense 

suffering, to believe in other gods than the unholy Trinity of Krupp, Röchling, 
and cheap radio. 

Friedrich Reck-Malleczewen, on hearing Goebbels’ radio 

proclamation that Germany had invaded the Soviet Union.' 


We do not know exactly when Goebbels first learned of Hitler’s intention to 
attack the Soviet Union. Since 1936 a clear pattern had emerged, in which Hitler 
made important foreign policy decisions, then communicated them to Goebbels 
and told him to take appropriate propaganda measures. Although Goebbels did 
privately record disagreements with Hitler over minor matters, such as the issue 
of gasmasks to the public before the war, or in early 1941 about the compulsory 
employment of German women,’ he did not express dissent over fundamentals of 
foreign policy. Thus in August 1939, he did not record any reservations about the 
Pact concluded with Moscow, or about the subsequent decision to attack Poland 
and to risk war with Britain and France. Over the next 18 months, Goebbels did 
frequently record his discomfort with the Soviet alliance, but accepted it as a 
pragmatic necessity, further proof of Hitler’s grand vision. Goebbels was scathing 
about Ribbentrop’s flirtation with the Soviets, and with the notion that this was 
anything other than a temporary and unholy alliance. When Ribbentrop returned 
from Moscow in October 1939, proclaiming that amongst the Bolsheviks he had 
felt as if amongst old Nazi Party comrades, Goebbels was for once united with 
Rosenberg in his contempt.* He shared the unease of most Germans over the 
Soviet attack on perceived racial comrades in Finland in 1939, and over the Soviet 
occupation of the Baltic States in 1940. With more pragmatic concern he noted 
the Soviet encroachments into Romania in June 1940, which brought them close 
to the main German source of crude oil from the refineries in Ploesti.* 
Goebbels had indeed moved a long way from his heroic vision of the Russian 
people in the early 1920s. One wonders if he ever thought back to the way he 
had toured Germany in 1925, celebrating the Russian peasantry as ‘full of faith, 
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religiosity, fanaticism, and mysticism’, and proclaiming that ‘if Russia awakes, 
then the world will see a wonder’. After his move to Berlin in 1926 he never 
deviated from his portrayal of Bolshevism as a Jewish creed intending to enslave 
Europe, to destroy its culture, and to perpetrate the most monstrous cruelties. 
This view was only fortified by his observation of the Spanish Civil War, of the 
show trials in Moscow in 1937, and by Soviet conduct after the signing of the 
Pact with Germany in August 1939. By November 1940, when Stalin’s Foreign 
Minister Molotov visited Berlin, Goebbels’ view of Soviet Bolshevism was entirely 
negative. He wrote a revealing account of his impressions after a ‘breakfast’ with 
Molotov and the Soviet delegation: 


Molotov makes an intelligent, mischievous impression ... Molotov’s entourage 
is more than mediocre. Not a single figure of stature. As if they wanted 
completely to confirm our theoretical insights into the workings of Bolshevik 
mass ideology. One cannot have a rational word with any of them. On their 
faces fear of one another and inferiority complexes are written. Even a harmless 
conversation is as good as closed off. The GPU [the Soviet secret police] is 
watching. It is terrible. In this world life is no longer worth living. The dealings 
with Moscow must in the future be determined by considerations of pure 
expediency. The closer we are politically, the more alien we become in spirit 
and in world-view.‘ 


We know that Hitler had since July 1940 been contemplating an attack on 
the Soviet Union, and that military preparations for this were initiated then. 
Molotov’s visit in November 1940 helped to confirm his decision to attack in 
1941.” On 18 December 1940 Hitler issued his ‘Directive No. 21’ to the armed 
forces, directing them ‘to crush Soviet Russia in a rapid campaign’.® By this time 
there were rumours of a future war with the Soviet Union all over Germany, and 
Goebbels of course knew about these. If he was not privy to Hitler’s detailed 
plans before March 1941 he certainly knew of his ultimate intention to confront 
the Soviet Union, recording this in his diary in August 1940.° Nonetheless, 
through the winter of 1940-41 Goebbels focused his attention on the war 
against Britain. 

If Hitler’s decision to extend the war to the Soviet Union appears almost 
incomprehensible today, there was a rationale which Goebbels fully accepted 
at the time, and which was embodied in Directive No. 21. Hitler intended the 
attack on the Soviet Union as a swift preventive war, after which Germany 
could secure Lebensraum - or living space - in the East. This, as Adam Tooze has 
persuasively argued, would then provide the economic foundation for a successful 
war against Britain and its American backers.'° On 7 May 1941 Goebbels wrote of 
a campaign against the Soviet Union: ‘If the blow succeeds, and it will succeed, 
then we are for the first time secure. With what plausible goal will England 
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then fight?’'! Hitler and Goebbels’ view of war with the Soviet Union was also 
governed by a shared miscalculation. They seriously underestimated the potential 
of the Red Army. As early as September 1939, Goebbels had noted reports on 
the poor equipment and performance of the Red Army in eastern Poland, and 
he developed this theme repeatedly during the winter of 1940. Newsreels of the 
Soviet attack on Finland fortified his racial prejudice: he judged that the Russian 
peasants were not able to operate modern armaments, and that Stalin had erred 
fatally in purging the ‘Germanic’ officer corps of the Red Army.” In June 1941 
he conferred with Hitler, who explained the military plans for the forthcoming 
campaign in greater detail. Hitler estimated that it would take four months to 
bring this to a successful conclusion, but Goebbels judged that ‘much less’ time 
was needed, writing: ‘Bolshevism will collapse like a house of cards.’ Goebbels 
also accepted Hitler’s notion that once the Red Army had been destroyed it would 
only be necessary to occupy European Russia and police it with a relatively small 
force, adding: ‘the example of Napoleon will not be repeated’. Goebbels knew 
also that Hitler did not intend a straightforward military confrontation with the 
Soviet Union, merely to gain territory, but that this was an ideological and racial 
war, with exterminatory consequences: 


The Bolshevik poison must get out of Europe ... In Russia, Tsarism will not 
be reinstated, but genuine socialism will be carried through in opposition to 
Jewish Bolshevism. To experience this will bring deep satisfaction to every 
old Nazi. The accord with Russia was really a blot on our escutcheon. That 
will now be washed away. That which we have fought against for our whole 
lives will also now be exterminated. I say that to the Fiihrer and he agrees 
with me completely. 


What did Goebbels mean here by ‘That which we have fought against for our 
whole lives’? In the context of the passage above, this could only mean the 
Jews, and there is a clear suggestion here that Goebbels was leading Hitler in 
demanding that they ‘be exterminated’ once the campaign in the Soviet Union 
was underway. 

Hitler and Goebbels’ evaluation of Soviet potential was accompanied by a 
similar underestimation of America. Goebbels was fully aware of the debate 
there between Roosevelt, his advisers, and the isolationists represented by the 
aviator Charles Lindbergh, and knew that Germany was moving towards war 
with America. On 8 May 1941 he discussed this possibility with Hitler, and they 
agreed, astonishingly, that America could not overtake Germany in weapons 
production." A fatal complacency was developing. A parallel over-estimation of 
German military potential was strengthened by the successful campaign against 
Yugoslavia, Greece, and Crete which preceded the attack on the Soviet Union. 
Hitler had already sent German troops to secure the supply of oil from Romania, 
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and the failure of the Italian attack on Albania and Greece in October 1940 
confirmed his determination to strengthen his position in south-eastern Europe, 
not least to deny the British, who landed in Greece in March 1941, a foothold 
there. In a brief and destructive campaign, the Yugoslavian and Greek armies 
were overwhelmed in April, and the British were forced, again, to evacuate their 
forces from the European mainland. In May German paratroopers played a vital 
part in conquering the island of Crete, and serious losses were inflicted on the 
British Navy by the Luftwaffe. Once again Goebbels excelled in the production 
of newsreels depicting the seemingly invincible progress of German arms, and 
the discomfiture of his opponents. 

Closer to home, Goebbels was temporarily shocked by the decision of Rudolf 
Hess in May 1941 to fly to Britain in a bizarre personal effort to secure peace. 
Goebbels had not held a particularly high estimation of Hess, but equally had 
not previously criticized him in the way that he had other senior Nazis, like 
Rosenberg, or Ribbentrop. He had never doubted Hess’ loyalty, and was genuinely 
dumbfounded by his flight to Scotland. Within days of Hess’ disappearance he 
was reflecting, with horror that ‘a fool like this’ was Hitler’s successor." Bizarrely, 
in a characteristic shift between shrewd realism and flight into fantasy, Goebbels 
never extended this critique to Hitler himself: he appears not to have questioned 
how Hitler could tolerate men with such glaring flaws in his close circle. Instead, 
Goebbels blamed Hess for his meddling with occultism, and his wife and adjutants 
for encouraging him. Goebbels himself had dabbled with astrology and with the 
writings of Nostradamus in the early months of the war,'® and it may have been 
with some embarrassment that he now learnt more of Hess’ preoccupation with 
similar ideas. On 13 June 1941, days before the still secret attack on the Soviet 
Union, Goebbels noted that ‘all astrologers, magnetopaths, anthroposophists, 
etc.’ had been arrested. ‘Strangely enough,’ he wrote, ‘not one clairvoyant had 
predicted that he would be arrested.’!” 

Goebbels was initially terrified by the potential fall-out from Hess’ flight to 
Scotland, but in fact little came of it. For several days Goebbels’ ministerial 
conference was dominated by long statements on Hess. On 14 May Goebbels 
stressed that Hess had taken leave of his senses, and had been motivated by a 
desire to make peace. Hess, he declared, was absolutely convinced in the certainty 
of a German victory, and wished to avoid further unnecessary bloodshed.'* The 
next day, Goebbels, in a long statement, developed what was to become one 
of his favourite rhetorical strategies, likening the difficulties with Hess to the 
crisis in the Party in November 1932: just as the Party had triumphed then, 
it would overcome the problems now.” To Goebbels’ surprise and relief, the 
British simply imprisoned Hess and scorned any idea of negotiation. A more 
persistent if still manageable problem was the continued British bombing of 
German cities and industrial targets. In March 1941 Goebbels’ children were 
moved temporarily to the safety of Bischofswiesen, near Berchtesgaden, and 
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then in May to more permanent quarters in Aussee, near Salzburg, beyond 
the reach of British bombers. Goebbels recorded that on the same day as the 
children reached Aussee, some 100 people in Hamburg were killed in a British 
attack.” A few weeks before, the State Opera in Berlin, where Goebbels had 
spent ‘so many beautiful hours’, was completely burnt out after being hit by a 
bomb.*! Goebbels was particularly concerned by the British tactic of repeated 
attacks on individual cities, such as those on Kiel in April 1941, when no fewer 
than 900 sorties were flown against the city.” Goebbels reported that as a result, 
every evening ‘thousands moved into the surrounding woods’, and he had to 
permit the evacuation of women and children from the city.” A few weeks 
earlier, he had taken the precaution of depositing all his handwritten diaries, 
‘twenty thick volumes’, in the underground vaults of the Reichsbank. For once 
he predicted accurately when he wrote that future generations would take some 
interest in them.” 

As preparations continued for the attack on the Soviet Union, Goebbels lived 
in a state of suspense. Anxiously he scanned the world’s media for any sense that 
the Soviets were aware of the impending onslaught, and he played a full part 
in circulating misinformation in Germany. He observed, and helped to foment 
the wild rumours that proliferated in June 1941, on ‘a huge scale, from peace to 
war, from which anyone can choose what he wants’, and tried to displace his 
anxiety with intensive work. In the last hours before the German onslaught on 
22 June 1941, he was still experimenting with different fanfares to introduce 
the radio bulletins announcing future successes in the Soviet Union. He and 
Hitler agreed on one based on Liszt’s ‘Hungarian Rhapsody’, and another using 
a motif from the Horst-Wessel-Lied. They parted at 3.30 a.m., and Goebbels went 
back to the Propaganda Ministry on the Wilhelmplatz. Unable to sleep, he wrote 
that ‘the breath of history is audible’. As dawn was breaking the new fanfare was 
broadcast, and Goebbels read out on the radio Hitler’s proclamation announcing 
the start of ‘Operation Barbarossa’. German troops, according to Hitler, were 
invading the Soviet Union to protect ‘European culture and civilization’, which 
were threatened by a ‘conspiracy of Jewish-Anglo-Saxon warmongers and the 
equally Jewish rulers in the Bolshevik headquarters in Moscow’. This was, for 
Goebbels, a ‘moment of celebration’. Afterwards he returned to Schwanenwer- 
der, where the birds were singing, feeling immensely relieved. He wrote: ‘I feel 
myself entirely free.’ 

The war with the Soviet Union brought about a significant change in Goebbels’ 
life. Although Germany had already been at war for almost two years, its major land 
campaigns had been decided in days, or at most in weeks. None had experienced 
any major difficulties. The war at sea and in the air had been conducted for 
the most part far from Germany itself, and Goebbels had underestimated the 
significance of the failure of the aerial campaigns against Britain in 1940 and 
1941. Only relatively small forces had been committed to support the Italians in 
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North Africa, and under the dynamic leadership of Rommel, these appeared to 
be making great progress. As after 22 June 1941 German armies advanced into 
eastern Poland, the former Baltic States, and the huge open spaces of Belorussia 
and Ukraine, it soon became evident that they were involved in a conflict of a 
different kind. Initially, there were huge successes, and Hitler’s plans to destroy 
the Red Army in ‘battles of annihilation’ appeared close to fulfilment. Huge 
victories, with unprecedented numbers of captured prisoners and equipment, 
were trumpeted on German radio in twelve ‘special announcements’ on 29 
June. The SD reported on 3 July that there were ‘widespread rumours’ amongst 
the public that German troops were already close to Moscow; and on 7 July 
that a ‘victorious forward march’ was ‘simply expected by a population used 
to military victories’.”” The next day, Goebbels flew out to see Hitler at his new 
field headquarters near Rastenburg in East Prussia, the complex of bunkers in 
the Masurian forest known as the “Wolf’s Lair’. 

This was the first of many visits to the bizarre and artificial environment 
where Hitler, with an ever-growing retinue, and in ever-larger bunkers, spent 
most of the next three years.” Although impressed by the peace and quiet there, 
Goebbels noted straight away that the whole area was infested with swarms of 
mosquitoes. In contrast to other senior Nazis, like Göring, Ribbentrop, Todt, and 
later Speer, Goebbels did not carve out a niche for himself at Rastenburg with a 
bunker of his own; he never stayed there longer than was necessary to conduct his 
immediate business with Hitler. On his first visit, he noted with some scepticism 
that Otto Dietrich, Hitler’s press chief, had built ‘an apparently extensive press 
apparatus in a huge bunker’ at the Wolf’s Lair. Most of Goebbels’ time was taken 
up in discussion with Hitler, who was ‘surprisingly positive’ about the military 
situation. There was a general conviction in Rastenburg that the war was already 
won. Sharing in this enthusiasm, Goebbels noted that Napoleon had invaded 
Russia — also on 22 June - with infantry, whereas they were using ‘motorized 
tanks’, which would make it far easier to overcome the huge spaces there.” 

Over the next few weeks, nagging doubts set in. As early as 26 July, Goebbels 
noted his concern over the activities of partisans in the huge spaces behind 
the German armoured spearheads; his former police chief in Berlin, Helldorff, 
returned from the Eastern Front a few days later, and told him that the Wehrmacht 
was fighting a war of a different kind there. The same day the High Command 
of the Wehrmacht (OKW) admitted that it had underestimated the fighting 
quality of the Soviet soldiers.” In August, as the German advance continued, 
Goebbels conceded that their foreknowledge of Soviet armaments had not been 
good. ‘Above all,’ he wrote, ‘we knew next to nothing about the availability 
of heavy tanks.’' His growing anxiety was not helped by news from Münster, 
in Westphalia, which had been subjected to four successive attacks by British 
bombers. On 3 August 1941 Münster’s Roman Catholic Bishop Galen preached 
a sermon in which he denounced the killing of the mentally ill, and raised the 
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disturbing possibility that ‘wounded soldiers, if they were no longer useful for 
practical work, would be murdered by us’. Noting that this would doubtless be 
used by enemy propagandists, Goebbels wrote that Galen’s sermon was ‘a stab 
in the back of the fighting front’. It was in fact the third highly critical sermon 
given in quick succession by Galen, a paradoxical figure, who, while criticizing 
aspects of Nazi policy, was a strong nationalist and opponent of Bolshevism.” 

On 18 August Goebbels travelled to see Hitler in Rastenburg after an interval of 
six weeks. He found him looking ‘somewhat strained and sickly’, not surprising 
given that Hitler had hardly been outside his bunker since Goebbels’ last visit. 
In a long discussion Goebbels and Hitler reviewed the whole situation. Tellingly, 
Hitler acknowledged that he had severely underestimated the military strength of 
the Soviets, above all their tanks and aircraft, and that as a result they were now 
‘dealing with a serious crisis’. Nonetheless he presented an optimistic prognosis: 
the Wehrmacht would surround Kiev and Leningrad, and their populations would 
be allowed to starve. Moscow would be taken before the onset of the winter, and 
the remaining Soviet resistance in the Urals could be dealt with later, using aircraft 
if necessary. Hitler still felt that Stalin might seek to conclude a separate peace 
with Germany on favourable terms. He expressed his view that Japan would soon 
attack the Soviet Union, and the hope that Churchill might resign or be replaced. 
Bolstered by this, Goebbels urged Hitler to speak again to the German public, 
and was given permission to organize a meeting in the Sportpalast. The two men 
spent a long time on their favourite topics: the Catholic Church, the Jews, and 
homosexuality. They agreed that it was best to defer dealing with Bishop Galen 
until an outburst of popular sentiment would allow them to put him before a 
people’s court which would sentence him to ‘a severe punishment’.** 

On the other hand, they felt the time was ripe for further measures against the 
Jews. Since April 1941 Goebbels had been advocating that German Jews should 
have to wear a distinguishing sign in public,” an idea which had been aired by 
Heydrich after the November 1938 pogrom. Only days before the 18 August visit 
to Rastenburg, Goebbels had convened a meeting at the Propaganda Ministry in 
Berlin to thrash out a proposal for him to take to Hitler, and from the notes made 
at this meeting by the representative from the Interior Ministry who attended, 
it is clear that most of those present understood that making the Jews wear a 
distinguishing sign was also a prelude to other measures. Goebbels was not at the 
meeting, but was represented by his State Secretary Leopold Gutterer, who opened 
proceedings by explaining that Goebbels had received many complaints from 
front soldiers and officers about the visible presence of Jews in Berlin, and that 
the Propaganda Ministry was therefore convinced that ‘immediate measures’ were 
necessary. Running through a list of possible measures, which included evicting 
Berlin’s Jews from their flats to make these available for ‘Aryans’, and putting the 
Jews in barracks, Gutterer noted that only 19,000 of Berlin’s 70,000 Jews were in 
productive employment. The Propaganda Ministry was in favour of ‘combing 
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out’ from the unemployed those capable of work. The rest should be ‘carted off 
to Russia’; Gutterer said that ‘it would be best anyway to kill these’. He concluded 
by stating that making the Jews wear a sign was a necessary precondition for the 
successful implementation of all these measures.” 

From Goebbels’ account of the conversations he had with Hitler in Rastenburg 
on 18 August, it is clear that he put all these ideas to him. Hitler agreed that 
all Jews in Germany should have to wear a distinguishing sign in public, and 
that Berlin’s Jews would be deported ‘to the East as soon as the transportation 
possibilities arose’. There they would be ‘put to work in a harsher climate’. Later 
in the conversation, Hitler stated that his prophecy about the annihilation of 
the Jews was now being borne out, and Goebbels wrote: ‘I will not rest and not 
halt, until we have also with respect to Jewry exacted the ultimate consequences.’ 
One has the unmistakable impression that although the two men had the same 
murderous intentions, Goebbels was pushing Hitler further than he was prepared 
to go at this point in dealing with the ‘Jewish question’, in particular with the 
Jews of Berlin. Before the two men parted they reminisced about old times, 
and agreed that, just as before, they could find a way out of the present crisis. 
Goebbels retired to the ‘guest bunker’ at two in the morning, with the feeling 
that everything ‘had been solved, or at the least clarified’.*” 

This qualification was significant. Although Goebbels returned to Berlin fortified 
and optimistic, he no longer believed in an imminent victory in the East, or in 
a quick end to the war. Even when in the second phase of Operation Barbarossa 
in September 1941 huge encirclements led to further victories, Goebbels now 
accepted that the ‘Bolsheviks’ presented a far more formidable opposition than 
he had earlier realized. The change is reflected in the way he kept his diary. Since 
lodging his handwritten earlier volumes with the Reichsbank he had taken to 
dictating his diary to a stenographer, and from 10 July 1941 he preceded each 
day’s entry with a résumé of the ‘military situation’ which he received from 
the High Command of the Armed Forces. He had determined that his diary 
would serve as a document of record, and thus paid great attention to faithfully 
noting all military and political developments he thought significant. Goebbels 
was already aware that his diary constituted a remarkable historical document, 
and entertained fond hopes of reworking it at some future stage for further 
publication, devoting hours to each day’s entry. Already he was making plans 
to put the handwritten and dictated entries on microfilm.** 

Goebbels now saw little of Magda, and virtually nothing of his children, 
even after they returned to Schwanenwerder in late August. His diary reflected 
his growing isolation, and his belief that personal frivolities were now out of 
place. Although each day’s entry was much longer, less space was devoted to 
reflections on people around him, on the landscapes he saw, and on the music 
and literature he was involved with. Instead, each entry took on the character 
of a military communiqué, followed by a précis of the propaganda situation. 
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It was as if Goebbels was fighting a parallel war, one he took as seriously as 
the actual fighting on the different, distant fronts. He followed every nuance 
in the presentation of the war news from London, Moscow, Washington, and 
Tokyo, as well as in the rest of Europe, and in Germany itself. Still conducting 
his ministerial conference every morning at 11.00 a.m., he tried to pre-empt, to 
parry, or to counter every twist and turn in the representation of military and 
political developments. Through the summer and autumn of 1941 he noted with 
dismay the growing number of acts of resistance in the occupied territories, and 
fretted about what he perceived as the weak and inconsistent response to them. 
Invariably he recommended a harsh policy of collective punishment to deter 
resistance, summing up his attitude in September, with reference to developments 
in Norway: ‘Executions are indeed a very convincing argument.” He was very 
concerned by the developing resistance in Serbia, which soon demanded the 
employment of whole military units, and failed entirely to see that this policy 
of violent repression might lead to an escalating cycle of conflict. By October 
he was noting in his résumé of the ‘military situation’, as if it were a matter of 
course, that ‘1,700 men and 10 women were shot in Serbia’, and that ‘two villages 
were burnt down and 202 people shot in Greece’.*” 

He paid equal attention to public opinion in Germany, particularly as the 
Russian winter came closer. Popular notions of Goebbels as an irrepressible liar 
and cynic have led to many misconceptions about his wartime propaganda. He 
was indeed untroubled by conscious deceit, but his propaganda was far more 
thoughtful and sophisticated than is often imagined. In wartime he consistently 
argued that the German people should be told as much as was possible without 
compromising military security, and above all, that false expectation should 
not be aroused by thoughtless predictions of victory. He was deeply troubled 
when on 9 October, following the huge successes at Vyasma, Otto Dietrich 
announced to the German press in Berlin that ‘the campaign in the East has 
been decided’. This aroused wild hopes all over Germany that the Soviet Union 
had capitulated. Franco sent Hitler a telegram from Spain congratulating him 
on the ‘final and conclusive success of the glorious German army against the 
enemy of civilization’.*! In Romania, the newspapers carried headlines like ‘The 
decision has been reached’, and ‘The Russian campaign is over’. Goebbels’ 
reaction was less complacent, noting: ‘I hope to God that military operations 
develop in such a way that we suffer no psychological setback.’ Noting that Hitler 
was also ‘completely optimistic’, Goebbels went on to admit that the last three 
months had strained his nerves more than any other time in his life. This was 
not to be his last disagreement with Dietrich. 

Worried by the ‘illusionist’ hopes engendered by Dietrich’s announcement, 
Goebbels also fretted about the provision of food and clothing at home, particularly 
as the growing diversion of rolling stock to provision the armies in the Soviet 
Union left the German potato crop in the countryside at risk of frost damage. He 
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was concerned by beer and tobacco shortages, and spent an inordinate amount of 
time worrying about how best to ration these commodities. By November 1941 
he was forced to refer these issues to Hitler, who recommended weakening the 
beer, but not making this public. Goebbels noted that, as a ‘non-beer drinker’, 
Hitler was mistaken here, and that it would be better to tell the truth. When 
Hitler suggested similarly that the quality of cigarettes be lowered so more could 
be produced, Goebbels had to tell him that the cigarettes available were already 
so awful that this was not advisable.** Goebbels was a heavy smoker, and already 
had reservations about the anti-smoking policies of certain branches of the Party 
and state. He was convinced that during wartime it was more important to make 
tobacco freely available to the German public, and to soldiers at the front. He was 
painfully aware that tobacco consumption had risen since the start ofthe war, but 
that since May 1941 production had fallen significantly. By the autumn of 1941 
a quarter of overall production was going directly to the armed forces, and long 
queues outside tobacconists were to be seen all over Germany.* Hitler had agreed 
with Goebbels that issues that were not of immediate importance for the conduct 
of the war, like the anti-smoking campaign, and more importantly, the earlier 
campaign against the churches, should be postponed. Even though Goebbels 
frequently expressed his anger with Bishop Galen in private, he accepted that 
the time was not ripe for further confrontations with Catholicism. 

There was one apparent exception to this policy. Goebbels had returned from 
his meeting with Hitler in August armed with full authority to intensify the 
campaign against the Jews. Undoubtedly the acquiescence in, or indifference of 
the German people to the persecution of the Jews encouraged Hitler and Goebbels 
in their belief that this was the time to realize their anti-Semitic dreams. As soon 
as he got back from Rastenburg on 19 August, Goebbels ordered his State Secretary 
Gutterer to implement the decision to make Jews wear a sign ‘as a preparation for 
all further measures’.** On 5 September 1941 all German Jews over six years old 
were required to wear a yellow star on their clothing if they went out in public, 
and, shortly after this across the Reich a systematic programme of deportations ‘to 
the East’ was started. The SD reported that the enforced wearing of the yellow star 
had been ‘welcomed by the overwhelming part of the population and received 
with satisfaction’.*” There is considerable anecdotal evidence that many Germans 
were deeply shocked by the imposition of the yellow star, but the deportations 
of Jews from German cities which followed this were not hindered by significant 
protests or adverse popular reaction.“ 

Few areas of modern history have been so intensively researched and debated 
as the ‘fateful months’ in the autumn of 1941 in which Hitler made the decision 
to proceed with the mass murder of all the Jews of Europe. There is now a 
consensus amongst serious historians that, whereas in late August, Hitler was still 
delaying the deportation of Jews from Berlin and Germany ‘to the East’, he had 
by 17 September changed his mind and ordered an immediate programme of 
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deportations. The deportations from Germany began in October 1941, and atthe 
same time all Jewish emigration from Europe was forbidden. The first experiments 
with the use of different poisonous gases to kill large groups of Jews were initiated, 
and the construction of extermination camps was begun at Chełmno in the 
Wartheland, and at Bełżec in the ‘General Government’. These appallingly sinister 
developments have been linked with the favourable turn in German military 
fortunes in Russia in September and early October, and with pressures on Hitler 
from other officials around Germany and occupied Europe.” 

Goebbels was undoubtedly one of the most influential - if not the most 
influential - of these officials. As Gauleiter of Berlin he exercised particular pressure 
on Hitler to deport the Jews of the German capital city. In frequent, regular, and 
long conversations with Hitler he had discussed the extermination of ‘that which 
we have fought against for our whole lives’ before the attack on the Soviet Union, 
even though it was not then clear exactly when or how this would be done. On 
18 August Hitler had assured Goebbels that his prophecy that the Jews would 
be exterminated was being borne out, and Goebbels had urged him to see this 
through. On 23 September Goebbels again visited the Wolf’s Lair, along with 
Himmler and Heydrich, and discussed in detail the intensifying persecution. 
News of huge victories from the front had just arrived. Goebbels discussed the 
deportation of the Berlin Jews with Heydrich before meeting privately with 
Hitler, and made this record: ‘The Fiihrer is of the opinion that the Jews must 
be brought out of all of Germany step by step. The first cities which should be 
made free of Jews are Berlin, Vienna, and Prague. Berlin will be first in line, and 
I have the hope that it will even be possible for us to transport a significant part 
of Berlin’s Jews to the East in the course of this year.’%° 

Goebbels knew in considerable detail about the larger context in which the 
deportation of German Jews took place. On 11 August 1941 he noted that in 
the Baltic States there had been ‘mass’ killings of the Jews in the streets. On 5 
September he reported that ‘in large areas, above all in Bessarabia’, there were 
shootings of Jews. On 19 October he recorded that there had been ‘enormous 
shootings of Jews in Ukraine’.' Goebbels heard these reports from people returning 
from the Eastern Front, but in early November he visited the ghetto in Vilna, 
where, he wrote, thousands of Jews had already been shot. Those remaining, 
he concluded, must be ‘rooted out’.*? He knew that the Jews of Germany being 
deported to ghettoes in ‘the East’ faced almost certain death from starvation, 
disease, or deliberate murder. The first train carrying Jews from Berlin left for 
Łódź on 18 October 1941, and was followed by others on 24 October, 27 October, 
and 1 November. Six further ‘transports’ took Berlin Jews to Minsk, Kaunas, and 
Riga before the end of January 1942. The Jews arriving in Riga on 30 November 
were shot immediately, as were some of those arriving in Kaunas.** 

Goebbels, as he had with the boycott of Jewish shops in April 1933 and with 
the pogrom of November 1938, wanted to involve the whole German population 
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38. From May 1940 a leader written by Goebbels appeared every week on the right- 
hand side of the front page of the mass-circulation Sunday newspaper Das Reich. In this 
notorious leader, ‘The Jews are guilty!’, Goebbels announced plainly that Hitler’s earlier 
‘prophecy’ that the war would result in the ‘extermination of the Jewish people in Europe’ 
was being fulfilled. 
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in these measures. In an extraordinarily frank statement, he wrote a front-page 
article for Das Reich on 16 November 1941, returning to the title ‘The Jews are 
guilty!’ which he had first used in 1932. After reminding readers of Hitler’s 
1939 prophecy that if there was war the Jews of Europe would be exterminated, 
Goebbels stated: ‘We are experiencing precisely the execution of this prophecy, 
and thus a destiny is being fulfilled for Jewry which is indeed hard, but more 
than deserved.’ Lest any of his readers misunderstand him, Goebbels reiterated: 
‘In the initiation of this war, world Jewry has completely misjudged the forces it 
has available, and it is now suffering a gradual process of extermination which 
it had intended for us.’* Das Reich had at this time a circulation of nearly 1 
million copies; the article was also read out on national radio the following Friday 
evening. The day after the publication of this article, Goebbels again discussed 
the deportation of the Jews from the Reich with Heydrich. 

Goebbels was clearly convinced that anti-Jewish policy needed to be 
communicated to the public in uncompromising, if cryptic terms. On 1 December 
1941 he spoke to representatives of the German intelligentsia at a solemn assembly 
of the German Academy in Berlin. Diplomats, journalists, civil servants, officers, 
artists, scientists, and other ‘very select’ members of ‘public circles’ were present, 
and Goebbels decided to make what he called ‘an absolutely factual presentation 
of the situation, in order at the least to make these circles more firmly tied to 
the state, and to give them greater belief in the war than was previously the 
case’. The German Academy’s published account of this ‘factual presentation’ 
included this statement: 


Dr Goebbels particularly stressed the fact that the final solution of the Jewish 
question would constitute a decisive factor.°° 


One wonders, given Goebbels’ previous public pronunciations, and the 
prevalence of rumours in Germany about mass killings in the East, what the 
learned members of the audience thought Goebbels was talking about, or whether 
they subsequently asked one another precisely what he had meant by the ‘final 
solution of the Jewish question’. 

After 1945, many Germans claimed that they had not known of the mass 
murder of the Jews, and some historians investigating this have paid little 
attention to Goebbels’ very public statements about this.” It is instructive to 
look at the contemporary record of some who were most closely affected by 
the identification and deportation of the Jews in Germany and around Europe. 
In Romania, the Jewish writer Mihail Sebastian had recorded in September 
1941 how he felt ‘poisoned’ by having to wear a ‘six-pointed star’ in public, 
and made a special note in November of Goebbels’ article ‘The Jews are guilty!’ 
Sebastian linked these developments clearly with the recent ‘deportation and 
killings’.s’ Jochen Klepper in Berlin, desperately concerned about the threat 
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hanging over his Jewish wife and stepdaughter, similarly read what he called 
‘Goebbels’ gruesome article’, and on 20 November had a conversation with an 
officer from his former army unit. This officer told Klepper that ‘after the big 
Goebbels article in Das Reich one could indeed expect nothing other than the 
extermination of the Jews’. Klepper’s former comrade pointed to the way that 
Goebbels in the article had identified even old Jewish women and Jewish babies 
as carriers of guilt for the death of every German soldier as an indication of 
how literally this should be understood. A few days earlier, speculating on the 
fate of those now being deported, Klepper wrote that they could expect forced 
labour, starvation, and freezing cold, and that many would be shot. Like many 
others around Germany, Klepper and his family were contemplating suicide as 
a preferable alternative to this.°® 

If Goebbels recognized the significance of these issues for public opinion, 
he was also fully aware of the deep yearning of the German people for peace, 
and their hope that the war would be ended before Christmas. He saw clearly 
the danger of arousing unreal expectations with premature announcements 
of victory, and argued that it was best to keep as close to the truth as possible, 
pressing Hitler, for example, to announce German casualty figures in the Soviet 
Union to the public. Reading the SD opinion reports, he perceived a tendency 
for Germans to oscillate between wild optimism and groundless pessimism, and 
saw it as his task to try to moderate between these extremes. He was desperately 
aware of the oncoming Russian winter, and could see that the Wehrmacht was 
slowing down in front of Moscow. On 28 October, the first snow had fallen in 
Berlin, as Goebbels visited the grave of Horst Wessel with a group of old Berlin 
Party men, provoking him to think what the soldiers on the Eastern Front had 
to endure.* He had a salutary experience when he was invited to the front line 
in November: his aircraft was unable to land in Smolensk because of fog, and he 
found himself grounded in Vilna for two days by the weather. He was horrified 
by the vast extent of the Russian plain and the difficulties facing any kind of 
transport in the winter. Visiting the ghetto in Vilna during his enforced stay only 
confirmed his vision of Jewish primitiveness, and he felt sorry for the German 
troops out there. He was glad finally to escape from ‘this godforsaken hole’ and 
get back to Berlin, which he found covered in snow.” 

Although now clear in his own mind that the war would not be won before the 
winter, Goebbels was still unaware of the impending catastrophe. Even though he 
spoke with a staff officer from General Guderian’s army on 14 November, he did 
not note in his ‘military situation’ reports the arrival of fresh Soviet troops from 
Siberia opposite Guderian’s forces near Moscow on 17 November, or that, faced 
with these reinforcements and T-34 tanks, some of Guderian’s men had retreated 
in ‘a panic’.®! As, after this, German forces crept forward in the snow, still urged 
on by Hitler, Goebbels found it impossible to concentrate on everyday affairs. 
On 4 December he had to travel to Vienna for the 150th anniversary of Mozart’s 
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death, and was racked by the tension between the festivities and alarming reports 
from the front. In his speech at the State Opera, Goebbels declared that Mozart’s 
music was one of the things which ‘our soldiers were defending from the wild 
onslaught of eastern barbarism’.® He had to undergo a ‘spiritual martyrdom’, 
conversing all evening with Richard Strauss’ ‘awful’ wife, at the very moment 
when the Soviets turned to the offensive on the central front outside Moscow. 

The next afternoon, still unaware of the extent of the crisis, Goebbels heard 
the Mozart Requiem for the first time, listening to Furtwängler rehearsing the 
Vienna Philharmonic and the Opera Choir. It was, he wrote: ‘A unique musical 
experience. The effect is immense.’ He nonetheless forbade a broadcast of the 
performance: ‘Right now we need funeral music which is heroic, but not Christian 
or certainly not Catholic.’ Over the next few weeks Goebbels learnt more of the 
precarious situation outside Moscow, where a rout of Napoleonic proportions 
was only narrowly averted. He had to manage the presentation of the crisis to 
the public, including the news of Hitler’s assumption of direct command of the 
Wehrmacht, and the dismissal of its most senior figures on the Eastern Front. We 
know now that this was a decisive moment in the Second World War, when the 
possibility of an outright military victory slipped forever beyond Hitler’s grasp, 
but it was strangely overshadowed for almost everyone at any distance from the 
actual fighting by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December. 

The months before Pearl Harbor had been incredibly difficult for Goebbels. He 
had indeed been staring into the abyss, conscious that failure to break the Soviet 
Union would ultimately be fatal for the ‘Third Reich’. He had been anxious the 
previous autumn when Britain refused to give way, but at that time it was not 
really conceivable that Britain alone could present much of a threat to Germany. 
Now the spectre of a two-front war loomed large, and Goebbels faced the difficulty 
of presenting this to the German people. He was horribly aware that the whole 
notion of a short ‘preventive war’ against the Soviet Union had disappeared, 
and was slowly being replaced, at best, with a longer war of attrition, and at 
worst, with the prospect of military defeat. It is striking how Goebbels worried, 
particularly in the early years of the war, about the morale of the German people 
if they were faced with a long war. Each year he fretted about the difficulties posed 
by another ‘war winter’, an idea which took on new psychological dimensions 
with the German army bogged down in Russia. Behind all these worries was 
the recognition that everything he had worked for, and achieved, was now 
threatened. Goebbels knew that if Germany lost the war there would be no 
comfortable retirement for someone like him; he and Hitler had long since 
steeped themselves in blood. 

It was thus a huge relief to hear that the Japanese had attacked the American 
fleet at Pearl Harbor. Goebbels described the outbreak of war between Japan and 
America as ‘an extraordinarily favourable change for us’, and used the dramatic 
developments in the Pacific to bury the bad news that all offensive operations in 
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the East had been cancelled.® Expecting that Japan would also declare war on the 
Soviet Union, Goebbels and Hitler thought nothing of declaring war on the USA 
in anticipation. Hitler returned to Berlin to announce this to the Reichstag on 11 
December. If the SD opinion surveys are to be believed, this further extension of 
the war was also received favourably by the German public. ‘Solely in peasant 
circles’ was concern expressed about the further extension of the conflict. The rest 
of the population apparently believed - as Goebbels certainly did - that for all 
practical purposes the two countries were already at war. Goebbels also believed, 
correctly, that America posed no immediate military threat to Germany, but 
mistakenly underestimated the potential of the American armaments industry. 
Over the next few weeks, as the Soviets pressed their attacks outside Moscow, 
Goebbels allowed his amazement at the success of what he called ‘the Prussians 
of the Orient’ in the Pacific,” and his pleasure in the setbacks of Britain and the 
USA to compensate for his increasing knowledge of the gravity of the situation 
of the Wehrmacht in the Soviet Union. 

Over the next few months Goebbels spoke at regular intervals with Hitler, and 
heard him address select groups like the Party Gauleiter. On every occasion he was 
swayed by Hitler’s oratory, and accepted apparently without question his vision 
of the future: Germany would regroup in the spring, and a renewed offensive 
would finish off the Soviet Union. The expanses of the East would be colonized 
by Germanic settlers, and the line of the Urals would be defended in an endless 
war which would not threaten Germany, but provide a useful training ground for 
young men. We can only speculate on what Goebbels really thought of this idea 
- so different from that of the short, preventive war he and Hitler had planned 
only a few months previously. It clearly appealed to Hitler’s military mind, and 
to his philosophy of ‘struggle’, but Goebbels still allowed himself privately, with 
increasing rarity, to dream of ‘peace’. He was too far committed now to Hitler to 
question his vision. The ‘New Order’ in Europe, Hitler assured Goebbels, was too 
strong to be seriously threatened by the British or the Americans, weakened by 
Japanese successes in the Pacific. In his diary, Goebbels lamented the collapse of 
the ‘white empires’ in the Far East, but felt it was nothing less than the corrupt 
plutocracies had invited. 

Imagining themselves secure from outside attacks, Hitler and Goebbels 
determined to continue the extermination of the Jews of Europe. On 13 December 
1941, Goebbels reported Hitler’s unambiguous declaration to the assembled 
Gauleiter at a meeting in Berlin: 


With regard to the Jewish question, the Fiihrer is resolved to make a clean 
sweep. He prophesied to the Jews that if they once again brought about a world 
war, they would thereby experience their extermination. That was no phrase. 
The world war is there, the extermination of the Jews must be the necessary 
consequence ... If the German people have now sacrificed a further 160,000 
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dead in the campaign in the East, so the originators of this bloody conflict 
must pay for it with their lives.® 


Speaking to a meeting of armaments workers, nurses, and wounded soldiers in 
the Sportpalast on 30 January 1942, Hitler was equally clear, declaring that ‘the 
outcome of the war will be the extermination of the Jews’.° On 20 January 1942, 
a meeting originally scheduled for 9 December 1941 was convened by Heydrich 
at a villa on the Wannsee, and here the process euphemized as the ‘Final Solution’ 
was mapped out. Goebbels again used this term when he reported reading a 
‘memorandum’ on the meeting.” On 27 March he dictated in his diary a passage 
which has often been quoted: 


Starting with Lublin, the Jews are now being deported from the General 
Government to the East. The procedure used is quite barbaric and is not to 
be described in any further detail. Not much remains of the Jews themselves 
any more. 


With discernible horror, Goebbels continued: 


The prophecy which the Fiihrer pronounced on them if they brought about a 
new world war is beginning to be realized here in the most terrible way. 


After reflecting how the war had opened up a ‘whole range of possibilities which 
were not open to us in peacetime’, Goebbels continued: 


The ghettos of the General Government which are now being freed up will 
now be filled with Jews deported from the Reich, and, after a certain time, the 
same process will take place again.” 


Goebbels was clearly referring here to ‘Operation Reinhard’, the extermination 
of the Polish Jews. The reticence in his diary on this occasion is in marked 
contrast to his previous frankness in referring to ‘mass shootings’, and there 
is no doubt that he was referring here quite specifically to the gassing of the 
Jews, which had begun only a few days earlier in the Bełżec extermination 
camp near Lublin.” Given the secrecy around ‘Operation Reinhard’, Goebbels 
was presumably told about this by Himmler, Heydrich, or Hitler. In numerous 
public announcements in 1942, Nazi leaders and Nazi publications continued 
to announce the ‘extermination of the Jews’, but not the detailed manner in 
which this was being implemented. 

Goebbels regularly discussed with Hitler and with others the murder of Jews 
from all over Europe. He noted in May 1942 his horror about the influence of 
Jews in France, and his relief that they ‘must pay for their crimes’.”® He was 
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obsessed by the continued presence of some 40,000 Jews in Berlin, and frustrated 
that he could not get them deported as many of them were now working in 
the armaments industry. Despite the fact that most of those remaining were 
elderly people he was convinced that they were a source of potential and actual 
resistance to the Nazi regime and its prosecution of the war. When an anti-Soviet 
exhibition in Berlin was damaged by an arson attack, he seized upon the arrest 
of a number of Jews as proof of this: ‘One sees in this connection how correct 
our Jewish policy is, and how necessary it appears to pursue the old course as 
radically as possible.’ The 40,000 Jews left in Berlin were, he continued, ‘in 
reality serious criminals let free, who have nothing more to lose’. They should 
be either ‘concentrated or evacuated as quickly as possible. The best thing would 
obviously be liquidation.’”* 

Winston Churchill, reviewing the now global war situation before the House 
of Commons shortly after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, had referred to 
the ‘sombre panorama of the world’,’> but he did not know in anything like the 
detail Goebbels did of some of the most terrible cruelties being perpetrated under 
the fog of war in Europe. With his access to German and foreign news media, 
and to the highest levels of all Nazi agencies, Goebbels was fully aware of the 
developing toll the war was taking on soldiers and civilians across the continent. 
Unlike Hitler, who did not visit bombed cities, or the wounded in hospitals, let 
alone see the victims of his ideology in concentration camps, Goebbels liked 
to see things with his own eyes. From early in the campaign against the Soviet 
Union he had recorded his knowledge that most of the Soviet prisoners of war 
would be left to starve, as would the populations of major cities in the Soviet 
Union. In the harsh winter of 1941-42 he noted the belated decision to try to 
save as many Soviet POWSs as possible as a source of labour, but recognized also 
that this change of course came when most - he estimated 900,000 - had already 
died, or would soon die from starvation.” Back in August 1941, Goebbels had 
spent several hours visiting a ‘camp’ for Soviet POWs near Riesa in Saxony, and 
recorded his impressions: 


The prisoner of war camp presents a gruesome spectacle. Some of the Bolsheviks 
have to sleep on the bare earth. It is pouring with rain. Some of them have 
no roof over their heads; insofar as they have, these are sheds with no sides. 
In short, the picture is not at all good. The types are not all as bad as I 
had imagined. One finds amongst the Bolsheviks many fresh, good-natured 
peasant lads.’” 


How is Goebbels’ acceptance of Nazi cruelty and barbarism to be understood? 
How was this product of a pious Catholic family and a humanist education 
reconciled to so much cruelty? Several factors should be considered. First, 
Goebbels measured the suffering of all other peoples against that of Germans 
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on the Eastern Front, and under attack from British bombers. He regularly 
recorded precise casualty figures, and knew by early 1942 that there had been 
over 1 million Germans killed and wounded on the Eastern Front. He spoke with 
officers and soldiers who had been at the front, and he received many letters 
- often anonymously written — which told him of the terrible conditions there. 
On Christmas Eve 1941 he visited wounded soldiers at a Berlin hospital.’® He 
was shocked in January 1942 at Hitler’s headquarters in Rastenburg to hear that 
frostbitten German soldiers had to be transported back from the front in open 
freight wagons.” Every day he recorded the numbers of dead and wounded - at 
this stage still relatively small - in British bombing attacks. He organized and 
attended the state funerals of colleagues like Ernst Udet and Fritz Todt.?° He had 
by this time convinced himself that Germany was fighting a defensive war, one 
forced upon it by the Jews, by the British, the Americans, and the Bolsheviks. 

Goebbels had also, at least since June 1934, accepted that there was no way back 
from the course of violence he had advocated and pursued. Hitler, speaking to his 
Gauleiter in December 1941, had stressed that they had to win the war ‘because 
otherwise we as individuals and as a nation would be liquidated’. Significantly, 
Goebbels himself repeated more or less the same formula in a New Year article 
published only weeks later on 4 January 1942: ‘We know that we are fighting 
for our national life, and in most cases also for our individual lives.’®! Goebbels, 
trapped by knowledge of crimes already committed, and of others in commission, 
saw no alternative in 1942 but to prosecute the war ever more brutally. He fretted 
not only about perceived enemies like the Jews, but also about those Germans 
whose commitment to the war effort was less than complete. He was outraged 
by the behaviour of wealthy women who had apparently nothing better to do 
than sit in cafés smoking when there was a tobacco shortage, and took up seats 
on the trains going on holiday, when soldiers returning from the front had to 
stand in the corridors. He did not extend this criticism to Magda, who was a 
heavy smoker, and spent much time ‘convalescing’ at a spa in Dresden. 

He was similarly aware of the developing problem of resistance in the extensive 
occupied territories, but failed to link this with the self-defeating policy of 
ever harsher repression which he advocated. He anxiously noted the growing 
number of attacks on German officers and soldiers all over Europe, and the 
huge problem of ‘partisan bands’ operating behind the lines in the East. He was 
outraged and saddened by the assassination of Heydrich in Prague in May 1942, 
blaming it on the Jews and the British secret service. Goebbels had collaborated 
closely with Heydrich in the implementation of the ‘Final Solution’, and valued 
his dedication and competence, seeing his brutal rule in the ‘Protectorate’ as 
exemplary. Goebbels ordered the arrest and execution of many Jews in Berlin 
after the attack on Heydrich, writing: ‘the more of this filth that can be disposed 
of, the better for the security of the Reich’.*’ He agreed fully with Hitler’s decision 
‘to make an example’ of Lidice as a reprisal: ‘the male population of this village 


246 Joseph Goebbels 


will be shot, the women taken to concentration camps and the children to 
educational institutions, and the village then burnt and levelled to the ground’. 
He accepted that the British would make propaganda capital from this, but still 
felt it was necessary ‘for the life interest of the German Reich and the German 
Volk’. Speaking with Hitler when he came to Berlin for Heydrich’s funeral, 
Goebbels agreed that they were in ‘a life and death struggle ... We have nothing 
to lose’. Hitler also expressed his sorrow that virtually the only time the Party 
leadership now gathered together was for state funerals.** 

The winter crisis took a severe toll on Goebbels’ morale and physical health. The 
cold weather extended into March 1942, and across Germany there were severe 
shortages of food, coal, and tobacco. All contemporary observers commented on 
the poor quality of everyday items like clothing, and even paper. Even though 
Goebbels wanted to share Hitler’s belief that the planned summer offensive 
would finish off ‘the Bolsheviks’, he was obsessed, like Hitler, with worries about 
the next winter. On 19 April he gave a speech in the Philharmonic Hall in 
Berlin to a large meeting gathered to celebrate Hitler’s 53rd birthday - Hitler 
himself stayed in Rastenburg - and he spoke at length about the hardships of 
the previous winter, and how Hitler alone had carried the weight of the nation’s 
destiny on his shoulders. The Italian Foreign Minister Ciano heard a broadcast 
of this ‘strange speech’, and recorded that Goebbels ‘reaffirmed his faith in final 
victory in rather gloomy terms’. Hitler did come to Berlin briefly to speak to the 
Reichstag on 26 April, and Ciano noted how he dwelt on his preparations ‘to 
face another winter’. Evidently many German listeners to the speech were also 
struck by this, as was Goebbels himself. 

Through the early months of 1942 Goebbels waited anxiously for better 
weather, and for the resumption of offensive operations. Although he did have 
constant concerns, the gradual improvement of the military situation on the 
Eastern Front, and the succession of extraordinary Japanese victories in the 
Far East gave him grounds for optimism. He was worried by the British aerial 
attacks on Lübeck and Rostock in March, and by the first ‘thousand bomber 
raid’ on Cologne on 31 May, but he judged, correctly, that the British were 
not able to sustain attacks on this scale. He followed the news reports of the 
distant naval battles in the Coral Sea and near Midway Island in June, but did 
not appreciate their significance. As the days lengthened he was heartened by 
Rommel’s dramatic victories in North Africa, by the capture of Sevastopol in the 
Crimea, and by the successes of German U-boats. These he trumpeted in a series 
of ‘special announcements’ on the radio. He thought the British Empire was on 
the verge of collapse, and in June he rejoiced in reports of panic in Alexandria 
as Rommel’s forces came close to the city.’ 

Goebbels and Hitler even found time to discuss cultural developments in 
Germany. Goebbels was delighted by the box-office success of the films he was 
sponsoring, like Der große König, a re-creation of the life of Frederick the Great, 
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and by the number of books being produced in Germany. Hitler reported in June 
1942 his assessment of new magnetic tape recordings Goebbels had sent him 
of Germany’s leading orchestras. They agreed that the Berlin Philharmonic was 
better than Vienna Philharmonic, judging that this was because the Berlin string 
players were younger.’ ‘Never’, Goebbels dictated a few days later, had ‘German 
cultural life bloomed as now in the third year of the war’. This, he was sure, was 
‘one of the most pleasing signs of the inner stance of the German nation’.®? On 
23 June Goebbels had a long and relaxing conversation with Hitler, Bormann 
and Ley: ‘What glorious weather! We sit in the garden the whole afternoon, and 
one has the impression of the most profound peace. The Führer is in a wonderful 
mood, and, God be thanked, he is at the moment in the best physical health.’ 
Later that evening, Goebbels took a moment’s rest alone ‘on the terrace, in the 
moonlight’. He reflected: ‘How wonderful it would be, if the war would end! But 
that is for the time being only a pious wish. It will not be fulfilled by yearning, 
but only through work and struggle.’” Goebbels presided over the opening of 
the German Art Exhibition on 4 July, and took the opportunity in Munich to 
see the grandiose plans being developed for the rebuilding of several German 
cities. He also visited a Nazi Party school in nearby Feldafing, and decided that 
he would like to send his son Helmut there when he was old enough.?' 

Another reason for Goebbels’ good mood in these summer days was the success 
of the renewed German offensive in the southern Soviet Union. In July and 
August 1942 huge German forces advanced, much of the time against little 
opposition, towards the oil fields of the Caucasus. Goebbels rejoiced in the 
news of territorial gains, and in depicting victories in the weekly newsreels. 
The announcement that mountain troops had hoisted the Reich war flag on the 
summit of Mount Elbrus, the highest peak in the Caucasus, was a propaganda 
coup which helped to raise public expectations that the end of the war was in 
sight.” Hitler had divided ambitions, and hoped to secure not only the oil wells 
of the Caucasus, but to reach the Volga considerably further to the north, and to 
prevent its use for river traffic. Goebbels too had succumbed to what Alan Clark 
described as ‘the strange magnetism’ of the industrial city named after Stalin 
on the Volga.” On 8 August 1942 Goebbels dictated: ‘The battle for Stalingrad 
has begun.’”* 

From the first, Goebbels understood the significance of Stalingrad, and knew 
that the Soviets would defend it as far as possible. He was convinced that its 
capture and destruction would deal more than a merely symbolic blow to the 
Soviet Union’s hopes of continuing the war. As the 6th Army fought through 
Stalingrad’s industrial landscape, and more and more of the German offensive 
effort was drawn into the struggle there, Goebbels came to see this as more than 
a battle for one city. It was a continuation and a culmination of the struggle 
which he had led in Berlin before 1933: ‘the conflicts between SA and Red 
Front, which started back then in the dark streets of the metropolis, have now 
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taken on world wide forms’.’® As the battle for Stalingrad dragged into the 
autumn, Goebbels worried about the over-optimism of the German public. On 
23 August he instructed the German press that ‘the city of Stalingrad was not to 
be mentioned’ before ‘decisive events’ there had been reported by the Army High 
Command; in mid-September he forbade the printing of any predictions of an 
early capture of the city.” Although Goebbels had no pretensions as a military 
strategist, he privately noted in September the vulnerability of the exposed Don 
front north of Stalingrad, held largely by Romanian troops.” Although certain 
that Stalingrad would eventually be captured, he had also realized by this time 
that the war would not be ended before the winter. On 20 September his leader 
in Das Reich was entitled ‘The steep climb’, and in it he warned his readers that 
it was not possible to give a definitive answer to the question of how long the 
war would continue. Attempting to take a longer view of the course of the war 
and its future development, Goebbels argued that time was on Germany’s side, 
and wrote: ‘What should lead us to view the situation more favourably than it 
is? It gives us already every chance of victory. It will demand from us still many 
sacrifices and exertions.’”* 

Goebbels’ fragile optimism was put to the test in November, when news 
gradually filtered through to him of the extent of the British victory at El Alamein 
in North Africa. Goebbels had an exaggeratedly high opinion of Rommel: he 
thought him a great strategist, and a genuine Nazi, with a talent for leadership 
and improvisation. While Rommel was back in Berlin in September 1942, he had 
stayed for several days at Goebbels’ house, and the two men had got on very well. 
Goebbels had his own liaison man attached to the Afrikakorps, and he knew in 
some detail of the material deficiencies which had halted Rommel’s advance into 
Egypt in August. He nonetheless imagined that Rommel was capable of almost 
superhuman feats, and was shocked when he heard news reports from Cairo 
on 5 November that the Axis forces in Egypt were in headlong retreat.” On 8 
November, Goebbels was in Munich for the Party’s annual commemoration of 
the ‘martyrs’ of November 1923 when he heard news of Anglo-American landings 
in French North Africa, news which spread like wildfire in Germany, despite the 
ban on listening to foreign radio.’ Hitler arrived later that day, and over the 
next fortnight he and Goebbels devoted most of their attention to shoring up 
the rapidly collapsing situation in North Africa. German forces moved rapidly 
to occupy Vichy France, and to secure a bridgehead in Tunisia. 

By the time Goebbels went on a previously planned visit to the Rhineland on 
17 November, he felt that the worst danger had been averted. That afternoon he 
gave a speech in Elberfeld before a turbulent and enthusiastic audience. It was, 
he told them, ‘a profound joy for him to be able to speak again for the first time 
in ten years in this city’. Speaking apparently without notes, Goebbels excitedly 
declared that this was ‘a people’s war, a holy war’, for clearly defined goals, the 
agricultural and mineral resources of Ukraine and the Caucasus. There could be 
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no ‘lazy compromise’: this was ‘a confrontation between two world principles, 
which cannot live alongside one another, and therefore one must triumph and 
exterminate the other’. Goebbels portrayed recent developments in North Africa 
as temporary setbacks, and likened the current situation to that before the Nazi 
seizure of power: The ‘Jewish newspapers in Berlin on 29 January 1933’ had 
called Hitler ‘a great man of yesterday’, but ‘24 hours later the Jews were sitting 
in night trains to Berne and Basel’. Now, the Jews were threatening ‘to deport 
German children or to enforce a super-Versailles upon us’. In a clear reference to 
the ongoing deportations he stated: ‘I believe that the Jews who earlier threatened 
us with this have for the most part meanwhile themselves suffered this fate.’ He 
ended by quoting Nietzsche: ‘Praise be to that which makes us hard!’1°! 

After the speech, Goebbels made the short journey to Rheydt, where he stayed 
in the local Party headquarters, in a renovated castle. The next afternoon he 
attended a special performance in Rheydt of the Berlin Schiller Theatre, and 
dreamt of establishing a theatre school in his home town. He was pleased that 
his speech in Elberfeld was receiving considerable attention abroad, dictating 
that ‘It came at a point when clear words were necessary.’ The next day, Goebbels 
made this note in his military situation report: 


Yesterday: ... stronger enemy attacks were turned back by the Romanians on 
the Don front. Stronger attacks have also followed early today after stronger 
artillery preparation. One presumes that this is the start of a long-awaited 
offensive; this presumption is not however yet confirmed.'” 
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Recent weeks have brought the most severe crisis of this war experienced 
thus far, really the first genuine crisis, unfortunately not only a crisis for the 
leadership and the system, but also for Germany. It is symbolized by the name 
of Stalingrad. 

From the diary of Ulrich von Hassell, 14 February 1943.' 


Three days after the attack on the Romanian positions on the Don, Soviet forces 
completed the encirclement of nearly 250,000 German soldiers in Stalingrad. All 
efforts at relief failed, and the last remnants of this force surrendered on 2 February 
1943. In the meantime the whole German position in the Caucasus collapsed, 
and the armies which had advanced into the mountains and towards the oil fields 
there were forced into a desperate retreat, abandoning huge quantities of material. 
This was a military defeat unprecedented in German history. At the same time 
Rommel’s Afrikakorps was compelled to abandon Tripoli and to take up defensive 
positions in Tunisia. On 27 January the first American daylight bombing raid was 
made on Germany, and night after night German cities were targeted by British 
bombers. These military disasters were accompanied by significant diplomatic 
moves. On 17 December 1942 a Joint Allied Declaration was released in London, 
Washington, and Moscow. The British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden read the 
text to the House of Commons, including this statement: 


The German authorities ... are now carrying into effect Hitler’s oft repeated 
intention to exterminate the Jewish people in Europe. From all the occupied 
countries Jews are being transported, in conditions of appalling horror and 
brutality, to Eastern Europe ... The above-mentioned Governments and the 
French National Committee condemn in the strongest possible terms this 
bestial policy of cold-blooded extermination. 


Significantly for Goebbels, Eden continued: 


They reaffirm their solemn resolution to ensure that those responsible for 
these crimes shall not escape retribution, and to press on with the necessary 
practical measures to this end.? 
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In January 1943 Churchill and Roosevelt met in Casablanca and announced their 
intention to compel Germany to an unconditional surrender.’ 

Goebbels was at the centre of the unfolding crisis in Germany. Although he 
tried to conceal news of the encirclement at Stalingrad from the German people, 
he was as ever well-informed of developments there, and knew from the start 
of 1943 that the army trapped there was lost. He understood the difficulties 
involved in trying to supply the force in Tunisia, and heard rational voices 
calling for a total withdrawal from North Africa. Reports from the occupied 
territories and from neutral countries spoke of a rising tide of anti-German 
feeling. He recognized the gravity of the changed military situation, and the 
difficulties of representing this to an increasingly weary and sceptical German 
population. He responded with characteristic energy, and placed his hopes in 
a demand for ‘total war’. Not until 16 January did the German army’s regular 
communiqué allude to the encirclement of the force in Stalingrad; and it was 
only on 27 January that Goebbels gave instructions to the German press on how 
to prepare the public for the news that the fight there was coming to an end.* 
On 30 January 1943, he had the difficult job of facing the German public on the 
ten-year anniversary of the Machtergreifung, the Nazi ‘seizure of power’. Hitler, 
characteristically, refused to come to Berlin, and instead drafted a ‘proclamation’ 
which he asked Goebbels to read out at a mass meeting in the Sportpalast. 
The meeting was postponed for an hour at the last moment to minimize the 
possibility of disruption by British aircraft, but Goebbels rose to the occasion, 
delivering a rousing speech before reading Hitler’s more tedious proclamation. 
It was clearly an emotional occasion, and all present obviously recognized that 
Germany stood at a momentous point in its history. Himmler, Rosenberg, and 
Ley were among other senior figures present. Goebbels’ speech was frequently 
interrupted by supportive calls from his audience, and he found himself in the 
middle of ‘an ocean of enthusiasm’. It recalled, he thought, ‘the best times from 
the Kampfzeit’. During the delivery of Hitler’s proclamation, the air-raid sirens 
sounded, and anti-aircraft guns could be clearly heard outside, but Goebbels 
steeled himself to continue as if nothing had happened. ‘Nobody’, he recorded, 
‘got up from his place or showed the slightest sign of unease or nervousness.’ 
That evening, Hitler telephoned from Rastenburg to congratulate Goebbels, and 
also spent some time talking to Magda.* 

Over the next few days, the news of the surrender of all remaining pockets of 
German resistance in Stalingrad, together with their commanding officer, von 
Paulus, and 24 of his generals, filtered through. Goebbels shared Hitler’s dismay 
that Paulus had chosen to surrender rather than to commit suicide, but now had 
to present this unprecedented catastrophe to the German public. Goebbels, no 
stranger to the funeral ceremony, had decided that a ‘national-political lesson’ 
had to be learnt from Stalingrad; the ‘special announcement’ on the radio would 
be ‘very realistic, very sober, and completely without pathos’; all light music 
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would be suspended for three days. ‘The Volk’, Goebbels dictated, ‘wants not light 
entertainment, but seriousness and objectivity.’ Alltheatres, cinemas, and dance 
halls were also closed for the three days of national mourning. At 4.00 p.m. on 
3 February, the ‘special announcement’ was broadcast. A communiqué from the 
Wehrmacht announced: ‘The fight in Stalingrad has ended.’ Even Goebbels’ critics 
conceded that he rose to this occasion. Mihail Sebastian in Bucharest recorded 
that ‘the whole press has a solemn, majestic tone, asin a funeral hymn. A kind 
of tragic grandeur, probably by directive, conceals the questions and doubts 
concerning political and military affairs.” 

Well before the final capitulation in Stalingrad, Goebbels had decided that only 
an acceptance of what he called ‘total war’ could now deliver a German victory; 
the alternative was the extermination of the German people. He determined to 
use the crisis as an opportunity to get Hitler’s support for this vision, convinced 
that he had broad public support. Goebbels has also been portrayed at this 
time as a ‘conspirator’, seeking to challenge the leadership structures around 
Hitler, and to use the crisis to enhance his personal authority and to bring more 
rationality and focus to Germany’s war effort. The architect of this idea is Albert 
Speer, who was Goebbels’ closest ally in the drive for ‘total war’. In his post-war 
memoirs Speer wrote: 


All of Goebbels’ speeches sounded the note of stereotyped fanaticism, but it 
would be quite wrong to think of him as a hot-blooded man seething with 
temperament. Goebbels was a hard worker and something of a martinet about 
the way his ideas were carried out. But he never let the minutiae make him 
lose sight of the whole situation. He had the gift of abstracting problems from 
their surrounding circumstances so that, as it seemed to me then, he could 
arrive at objective judgements. I was impressed by his cynicism, but also by 
the logical arrangement of his ideas, which revealed his university training 
... In December 1942 the disastrous course of affairs prompted him to invite 
three of his colleagues to call on him more often: Walther Funk, Robert Ley, 
and myself. 


In a subsequent passage Speer added: ‘I was fascinated by his dazzling friendliness 
and perfect manners, as well as by his cool logic.’ In later interviews, Speer claims 
that Goebbels said to him in February 1943: ‘What we have is not a leadership 
but a leader crisis.’ The narrative first put forward by Speer, and developed by 
others since, portrays Goebbels at this time as the clear headed realist who wanted 
to revitalize Hitler’s leadership by setting up a committee, nominally headed by 
Goring, but including himself, Speer and Ley, which could wrest affairs from 
Hitler’s sole grasp, and from the supine hands of the sycophants around him, 
notably Bormann, Lammers, and Keitel.!° There is some truth in this, but other 
aspects need to be challenged. 
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39. After the defeat 
at Stalingrad, Albert 
Speer and Robert Ley 
became Goebbels’ 
closest supporters in 
the campaign for ‘total 
war’. Here Speer and 
Ley appear alongside 
Goebbels at a meeting of 
Knight’s Cross holders in 
Berlin in 1943. 





First, although frustrated by aspects of Hitler’s conduct, Goebbels had no 
thought of challenging him, or of replacing him by any individual or committee. 
He had long privately criticized Hitler’s isolation at his headquarters, and his 
unwillingness to speak to the German people, or even to be represented in the 
newsreels. He deplored his absence from Berlin, and what he described as the 
consequent lack of a ‘central political leadership’ there.'!' He was aware that 
Hitler devoted almost all of his time to military rather than civilian matters; 
and he was incensed by the overlapping bureaucracies which had proliferated 
in wartime Germany. He believed that Hitler had been misled by his military 
advisers. He did not see, as some of the rebels in the officer corps now did, that 
the problem lay with Hitler himself. Goebbels did not criticize Hitler’s strategic 
ideas on the conduct of the war, and he shared his obsessive and totally muddled 
view that Germany was fighting a Jewish world conspiracy, which manipulated 
the different political systems in Britain, America, and the Soviet Union, and 
still presented a threat in Berlin itself. 

Second, although it suited Speer to claim that Goebbels was logical and clear- 
headed, this will not stand up to analysis. Goebbels was in a highly emotional state 
by this time. His portrayal of the pitiful German soldiers trapped underground 
in Stalingrad as heroic idealists standing against the Bolshevik hordes who 
threatened to debauch from the steppes and to destroy European culture was 
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more than a propaganda pose. Goebbels genuinely felt for the plight of these 
men, just as he had for their forbears, the SA men who had died in clashes with 
Communists before 1933. Nor did Goebbels have any rational alternative to 
Hitler’s plan to continue the war until victory or extermination. His plan for ‘total 
war’, which, alongside nebulous völkisch ideas, did have practical ingredients like 
the extension of work for German women, the enlistment of men from civilian 
occupations, and the closing of bars, restaurants, and other civilian establish- 
ments considered superfluous to the war effort, was not new. Goebbels had been 
using the phrase ‘total war’ since 1939, and had long advocated a much more 
radical mobilization of German potential. His vision of ‘total war’ drew heavily 
on the book with this title published in 1935 by Ludendorff, which had presented 
a vision of war based on the ‘spiritual unity of the Volk’. This unity, Ludendorff 
argued, was based on ‘racial heritage and faith’.’* It is widely recognized now 
that Goebbels’ call for ‘total war’ in 1943 was largely unrealized, and that its 
significance was more psychological than practical. Indeed, every way Goebbels 
turned, he was frustrated: Hitler himself insisted that all theatres, opera houses, 
and cultural institutions stay open; Göring demanded that his own favourite 
restaurant, Horchers, be spared; every institution, like the huge German railway 
system, argued that it could not spare more men for the armed forces; even the 
Gauleiter, whom Goebbels idealized as Germany’s best leaders, continued to go 
their separate ways, frequently continuing with individual building projects, 
cultural plans, or merely a dissipated lifestyle in direct contravention of Hitler 
and Goebbels’ wishes. 

Would it have made any great difference if Goebbels’ vision of ‘a radicalization 
and totalization of our war leadership’ had been more fully implemented? He 
now recognized that there had been a fundamental underestimation of Soviet 
potential, and admitted frequently in his diary that their reserves of manpower 
and machines appeared inexhaustible. He admired the British for what he 
perceived as their innate tenacity, but still did not appreciate the destructive 
power of the bomber force being developed under the command of Arthur Harris. 
He was utterly scornful of the Americans, now coming into direct contact with 
German land forces for the first time in Tunisia. He accepted reports that the 
American units in Tunisia were made up mainly of criminals and jailbirds, who 
‘shied away from fighting and feared death’. He commented: ‘So the British also 
have their Italians.’'? As yet Goebbels had no realistic appreciation of American 
military potential. He veered between his long-held view that propaganda and the 
spoken word were the most powerful weapons, and a realistic appreciation that, 
in the mid-twentieth century, wars were determined by soldiers, weapons, and 
raw materials. When he did take this more realistic view, he turned increasingly to 
a belief in the potential of new weapons, like the Tiger tank now being produced, 
or, more improbably, the He.177 bomber." 
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When he surveyed the psychological dimensions of the war, Goebbels veered 
similarly between realism and fantasy. He had long been aware of the disastrous 
consequences of German racial hubris in the occupied territories of the Soviet 
Union, where Rosenberg’s leadership had resulted in economic collapse and the 
total alienation of the population. Goebbels saw clearly that more needed to be 
offered to these wretched people than an existence at subsistence level, subject 
to arbitrary violence and deportation. Similarly, Goebbels’ propaganda devoted 
much time to publicizing the ‘New Order’ in Europe, but the images of contented 
and healthy workers in Nazi films and magazines could never compensate for the 
realities of forced labour, economic misery, and political subjugation. Goebbels 
never really confronted these problems, but as in Germany itself, resorted in 
practice only to an extension of terror. In February 1943, he developed plans for 
the SA in Berlin to act as an emergency force to put down any rebellion by the 
hundreds of thousands of foreign workers now quartered there.’ 

Finally, for those inclined to imagine Goebbels as having ‘the clearest head 
and the cleverest mind’' in the Nazi leadership in early 1943, it is worthwhile 
to consider his understanding of what the war was about. Goebbels firmly 
believed that the war had been forced upon Germany by an international 
‘Jewish-Bolshevik-plutocratic’ conspiracy. Just as in the 1920s he had detected 
Jewish influence behind any book or piece of music he disliked, now he saw 
the hand of the Jews at work in London, Washington, and Moscow. When the 
British House of Commons stood for a minute’s silence in December 1942, after 
hearing the Joint Allied Declaration, to mark their respect for the persecuted 
Jews of Europe, Goebbels’ response was: ‘This Parliament is in reality a kind 
of Jewish stock-exchange. The English are really the Jews amongst the Aryans. 
The perfumed English Foreign Minister also cuts a good figure amongst these 
synagogue people. His whole education and also his whole appearance can be 
described as thoroughly Jewish.’ On the rare occasions Goebbels met with Hitler 
at Rastenburg during the winter crisis, they always found time to consider the 
particular threat posed by the pathetic and cowed remnant of Berlin’s Jewish 
community. Part of Goebbels’ vision of ‘total war’ was the continued deportation 
of these to the death camps in Poland.'® Nor was this paranoid vision of Jewish 
conspiracy something private. In Goebbels’ famous ‘total war’ speech at the 
Sportpalast on 18 February 1943, he turned - as ever - to this problem in a passage 
overlooked by most commentators: ‘Jewry shows itself here once again as the 
incarnation of evil, the plastic demon of decay, and the carrier of an international, 
culture-destroying chaos ... Germany at any rate has no intention to submit to the 
Jewish threat, but rather that of counteracting it punctually, and when necessary 
with the most complete and radical extermination - elimination of Jewry.’ It is 
not clear whether Goebbels’ hesitation, and correction here, from the German 
Ausrottung (extermination) to Ausschaltung (elimination) was premeditated or 
spontaneous. His comments were greeted with applause, wild calls, and laughter. 
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Goebbels was particularly pleased that as well as Magda, his two oldest daughters 
Helga and Hilde were present at the meeting: ‘Iam happy that our children are 
already introduced to politics at such an early age.’'? 

Goebbels had devoted great care to the preparation of this most famous of all 
his speeches. Every detail, including words, gestures, timing, and the intended 
reaction of his audience was pre-meditated. The film of the occasion deliberately 
included the sober faces of wounded soldiers and ordinary workers as well as of 
key Nazi figures like Albert Speer and Robert Ley who were present. What the 
Nazis called ‘speaking choirs’ provided well-timed chants of slogans like ‘German 
men, to the rifle, German women, to work!’, and ‘Führer command, and we will 
follow!’ The radio broadcast was prolonged for twenty minutes after the speech to 
project the agitated response of the listeners. The centre point of the speech was 
formed by ten questions which Goebbels put to his audience, all of which were 
answered by fervent cries of ‘Yes!’ These included the famous question ‘Do you 
want total war?’? After the event, Goebbels entertained a group of Party workers 
at his house, and shocked Speer by his calm analysis of how effective his speech 
had been.” Nonetheless, listening to the sound recording today, there can be 
no doubt that the emotion Goebbels generated and manipulated was real; even 
60 years later an extraordinary tension can be felt as he puts his questions to a 
seething and turbulent audience. He was justly pleased with the response.” 

Although most historians have overlooked the anti-Semitic content of the ‘total 
war’ speech, others did not. Goebbels had ordered his propaganda departments 
around Germany to report back urgently to him on reaction to the speech, and 
in the preliminary response which reached him the next day, his ‘handling of 
the Jewish question’ was singled out for praise. From Bochum in the Ruhr it was 
reported that one district leadership of the Party had responded by demanding 
the ‘immediate deportation’ of Jews.” They were not disappointed. On 27 
February an operation to deport Jews still employed in German industry began. 
Saul Friedlander notes that ‘within a few days some 7,000 Jews were deported 
from the capital, and 10,948 from all over the Reich’.”* The accelerated pace of 
persecution was clearly visible. One Berlin diarist wrote on 6 March: ‘In these 
weeks many Jews have been evicted.’ 

As Goebbels struggled to rebuild German morale at home, there was a gradual 
stabilization, and in March 1943, a remarkable recovery for German forces on 
the Eastern Front. Quite coincidentally Goebbels also received at this time what 
was potentially one of the most important propaganda opportunities of the war, 
the news in early April that German forces, alerted by locals, had uncovered the 
bodies of thousands of Polish officers in mass graves in the Katyn Forest, near 
Smolensk. Forensic evidence and witness testimony quickly established that the 
Poles had been murdered by Soviet police, all in the same manner, in April and 
May 1940. Since the surrender in Stalingrad Goebbels had been holding up before 
the eyes of the world the prospect of a future Europe overcome by ‘Bolshevik 
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hordes’, in which intellectuals and dissidents would be ruthlessly liquidated. 
He had also noted the growing tension between the Soviets and the Polish 
government in exile in London. Now he was presented with the most graphic 
evidence of Soviet mass murder of another nation’s elite. He quickly secured 
Hitler’s consent to the fullest possible exploitation of the Katyn massacre, and 
arranged for groups of Polish and foreign journalists to be taken to the site.” 
Although the International Red Cross declined Goebbels’ invitation to take part 
in a full forensic examination, the Germans did succeed in getting a genuinely 
international group of doctors and criminologists to visit the Katyn Forest and to 
conduct extensive exhumations. This group’s report was published in Germany, 
and detailed summaries of its work, together with many photographs, were 
published all over Europe.” Several weekly German newsreels gave extended 
reports on the exhumations. Through April and May 1943, Goebbels’ daily 
ministerial conferences were dominated by anti-Bolshevik diatribes fuelled by 
details from the Katyn massacre. 





40. A mass grave of Polish officers shot by the Soviet secret police in 1940 in the Katyn 
Forest, discovered by the Germans in April 1943. With widely-published photographs 
like this, Goebbels sought to persuade Europeans of the terrible fate that awaited them if 
Germany should lose the war. 


Goebbels had high hopes that the genuinely shocking details of the Katyn 
massacre would create a serious rift between the Allies, and also strengthen 
anti-Bolshevik feeling across Europe. The fate of the Polish officers at Katyn, 
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tied and gagged before being finished off with one or more bullets in the back 
of the neck, was — he argued - exactly what awaited the middle classes and the 
intellectuals in Germany if the Soviets prevailed in the East. On 27 April he wrote 
that there had been ‘an absolutely sensational development’ when the Soviets 
severed diplomatic relations with the Polish government in exile, and noted also 
the discovery of more mass graves near Odessa, containing ‘some 6,000 bodies 
— victims of the GPU’.?® As so often, though, he had miscalculated in thinking 
that the Katyn revelations would lead to a more serious crisis in relationships 
between the Allies, and several factors contributed to this. 

There was, understandably, an issue with Germany’s own credibility, which 
Goebbels recognized. In his ministerial conference on 25 April he warned German 
editors and journalists to play down the news of the mass graves near Odessa, 
clearly concerned lest they turn out in fact to be the victims of German or 
Romanian killers.” In his diary he noted that the Romanians had got ‘cold 
feet’ about this, and were unwilling to see the whole issue of mass killings near 
Odessa given publicity.” Furthermore, Goebbels recognized that lurid details of 
Soviet massacres were profoundly worrying to the many German families with 
relatives now in Soviet captivity. Confusing the whole issue, Hitler saw the Katyn 
massacres as evidence of Jewish rather than Soviet conduct, and Goebbels agreed. 
In his ministerial conference on 16 April he said ‘We face here a system which 
is directing a racial war of the first order with the most brutal disregard.”*! The 
Katyn massacre was - to Goebbels - the most striking evidence to support the 
thesis he had been advancing for years, that the Jews would exterminate their 
enemies if the Germans did not first succeed in exterminating them. He again put 
this belief before the German public in unambiguous terms in a leading article in 
Das Reich on 9 May, arguing that if Germany lost the war, ‘countless millions of 
people in our own and other European countries ... would be delivered without 
defense to the hatred and will for extermination of this devilish race’. Again he 
reminded his readers of Hitler’s prophecy of 1939, writing: 


The fulfilment of the Fiihrer’s prophecy, about which world Jewry laughed 
in 1939 when he made it, stands at the end of our course of action. Even 
in Germany, the Jews laughed when we stood up for the first time against 
them. Among them laughter is now a thing of the past. They chose to wage 
war against us. But Jewry now understands that the war has become a war 
against them.” 


Above all, Goebbels underestimated the determination of the British and the 
Americans to maintain good relations with the Soviet Union. In a manner which 
is still disturbing today, the British and American governments accepted the 
Soviet denial of guilt for the Katyn massacre, and accepted that the Germans 
were the killers. 
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Although for several weeks Goebbels tried also to use Katyn to divert attention 
from the course of military events, he was rapidly overtaken by events. During 
April the Axis position in Tunisia collapsed, and as ever Hitler forbade an orderly 
withdrawal. Goebbels took comfort from the knowledge that many of the soldiers 
lost in North Africa were taken prisoner rather than killed, but he acknowledged 
that this was a serious setback: 


One sometimes has the feeling that we are lacking the necessary initiative in 
our conduct of the war. The enemy has had the upper hand almost everywhere 
in the last five months. He beats us in the air war, he has inflicted serious 
wounds on us in the East, he beats us in North Africa, and the U-boat campaign 
is also not leading to the results which we really had expected. It is high time 
that we - and this indeed is to be expected — came to a tangible outcome in the 
East. With that, the whole situation would naturally be brightened for us.’ 


It is striking that Goebbels started this brief summary with reference to the air war. 
Through the spring and the summer of 1943, RAF’s Bomber Command directed 
a relentless series of attacks against German cities, mainly, but not exclusively 
those in the Ruhr. Arthur Harris now had a force of 851 heavy bombers at his 
disposal* and interpreted the ‘Directive’ given to him by the Combined Chiefs of 
Staff after Casablanca as a green light for his policy of ‘area bombing’.** Numerous 
contingent factors, above all weather conditions, could still greatly diminish 
the impact of individual attacks, but repeatedly during this period, Harris’ force 
succeeded in causing concentrated material destruction and great loss of life in 
individual German cities. Goebbels actually reacted with a certain satisfaction 
when Berlin was bombed for the first time in many months on 16 January 1943, 
not least because this attack caused few casualties and little material damage. 
He was pleased that the population of the capital city would once again have to 
experience the war directly.” 

He was less amused when the city’s defences were overwhelmed in the first 
really serious attack on 1 March 1943, which left over 600 dead; after this he 
never felt secure about staging public ceremonies, like ‘Heroes Day’ on 21 
March, Hitler’s birthday on 20 April, and the national celebration of 1 May in 
the capital, fearing that they invited aerial attack. When Hitler made a now rare 
public appearance in Berlin for ‘Heroes Day’, Goebbels recorded that he spoke 
for ‘somewhat over ten minutes’, and this was preceded by the performance of 
only the first movement of Bruckner’s 7th Symphony.*” When the speech was 
subsequently broadcast, there was a widespread view in Germany that Hitler had 
read this unusually short speech as quickly as possible lest he was interrupted 
by an attack.*® 

Many of the RAF’s heaviest attacks at this time were on the Ruhr, on cities 
which Goebbels knew well. On 9 April 1943 he visited Essen after an attack 
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which caused huge damage and left many of the city’s streets impassable: ‘I suffer 
almost physically from this sight, as I know the city of Essen so well from my 
youth, and I can compare what is was like then with what it is today.” Shortly 
after this, Goebbels suffered a personal blow when his old comrade from the 
Rhineland, Viktor Lutze, was killed in an accidental car crash. Lutze, who had 
been given the thankless task of leading the SA after July 1934, had not earned 
praise from Goebbels for the way he had gone about this. Over the years Goebbels 
had frequently complained in his diary about Lutze, but he appears to have been 
genuinely moved by the loss of an old friend. Schaumburg-Lippe wrote that this 
was the only time he saw Goebbels cry.*® Goebbels wrote, after visiting Lutze’s 
wife Paula, and his son, who had been driving the car at the time of the accident, 
that Lutze was ‘the one amongst the well-known Nazis whom I have known for 
longest’. Goebbels then went to the hospital in Potsdam to see Lutze’s body, and, 
unconsciously replicating his adolescent poem, described how he stood, ‘deeply 
moved’, before the coffin of ‘one of my best and most loyal friends’.*! 

Meanwhile the war continued with unrelenting fury. On 14 May Goebbels 
recorded ‘an extraordinarily heavy attack on Duisburg’; a few days later he 
recorded ‘thousands of victims’ and unprecedented damage to war production 
as a result of the successful British raid on several dams in the Ruhr. Bizarrely, 
Goebbels thought that the plan for the ‘dambusters’ raid had been suggested to 
the British by émigré Jews: ‘One therefore sees here how dangerous the Jews are 
and how we have done the right thing to bring them into more secure custody.’ 
On 25 May he grimly noted that Dortmund had been subjected to ‘apparently the 
heaviest attack yet directed against a German city’, which had caused ‘600 large 
fires, 1300 medium, and some 4000 small fires’. This attack alone left between 
80,000 and 100,000 people homeless.*? Goebbels had a shrewd appreciation of 
the consequences of the air war, in some ways better than that of Arthur Harris, 
who was pleased with the ‘succession of catastrophes’ which was now being 
visited on Germany. Goebbels was realizing that industry recovered surprisingly 
quickly from aerial bombardment. In fact, under Speer’s direction, German arms 
production was increasing dramatically. Goebbels recognized that the dislocation 
to civilian life, and the damage to morale, was far more dangerous, but he was 
impressed by the resilience shown by the population in German cities. A report 
to Goebbels on the effects of the ‘dambusters’ raid, while stressing the enormous 
damage to industry and agriculture, concluded with these optimistic words: ‘The 
meadows are greening again, fields are in large measure newly cultivated, houses 
and industrial works repaired or reconstructed.’* Tellingly, Goebbels noted after 
the attack on Dortmund in May: 


You must conquer a country if you want to take possession of it; unless a 
people loses its morale and delivers itself willingly under extreme pressure 
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into the enemy’s hand. That is what we did in 1918; it will not be repeated 
in 1943.5 


On 25 June the RAF dropped nearly 2,000 tons of bombs on Elberfeld, laying 
waste to 870 acres of the city centre, and leaving another 100,000 people 
homeless; Goebbels wrote that this made him suffer ‘in his most inner soul’.* 
The culmination of this phase of the British offensive came on the night of 27/28 
July 1943, when over 700 bombers attacked Hamburg. The British Official History 
cites the report of Hamburg’s Police President, Major-General Kehrl: 


Before half an hour had passed, the districts upon which the weight of the 
attack fell, and which formed part of the crowded dock and port area, where 
narrow streets and courts abounded, were transformed into a lake of fire 
covering an area of twenty-two square kilometres. The effect of this was to 
heat the air to a temperature which at times was estimated to approach 1,000 
degrees centigrade. A vast suction was in this way created so that the air 
‘stormed through the streets with immense force, bearing upon it sparks, 
timber and roof beams and thus spreading the fire further and further till 
it became a typhoon such as had never before been witnessed, and against 
which all human resistance was powerless’. Trees three feet thick were broken 
off or uprooted, human beings were thrown to the ground or flung alive into 
the flames by winds which exceeded 150 miles an hour. The panic-stricken 
citizens knew not where to turn. Flames drove them from the shelters, but 
high explosive bombs sent them scurrying back again. Once inside, they were 
suffocated by carbon-monoxide poisoning and their bodies reduced to ashes 
as though they had been placed in a crematorium, which was indeed what 
each shelter proved to be.“ 


When Goebbels heard the first reports of the catastrophe from his old friend Karl 
Kaufmann, now Gauleiter of Hamburg, he could only assume that Kaufmann 
had lost his nerve and was exaggerating.** From Hamburg a mass of traumatized 
survivors spread out, carrying with them stories of charred bodies lying in the 
streets, and speaking of 100,000 dead.* Friedrich Reck-Malleczewen recorded how 
a group of 40 or 50 refugees from Hamburg reached a railway station hundreds of 
miles away, in Bavaria; fighting for space on a train one of their suitcases broke 
open on the station platform, spilling out ‘the baked corpse of a child, shrunk 
to the proportions of a mummy’.*° Even before he visited the stricken city, and 
saw for himself the hundreds of acres of burnt-out ruins, Goebbels was aware 
that morale in Germany was at a low: ‘Doubt, scepticism, indeed despair is to 
be found everywhere.’ 

Hamburg was not an isolated disaster. On 10 July allied forces had landed in 
Sicily, opening a new front, provoking the collapse of Mussolini’s government, 
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and his arrest. By early August it was also apparent that Hitler’s offensive at 
Kursk had failed, and for the first time his armies in the East were forced onto 
the defensive during the summer months. Under enormous Soviet pressure they 
were forced into further retreats, particularly in Ukraine. Hitler, remote in his 
field headquarters, refused to speak to his people. Public opinion reports after 
Mussolini’s arrest reaching Goebbels quoted as ‘typical’ statements from the 
public such as: ‘That is the end. All the sacrifices in the war thus far have been 
in vain’; and: ‘After Stalingrad, one blow after another. I no longer believe that 
we will win the war.’ On 30/31 August, over 600 British bombers attacked 
Rheydt, totally destroying the city centre, including both of Goebbels’ former 
schools, and tearing up the graveyard in which his father lay. His parents’ house, 
‘as if by a miracle’, was saved. Goebbels wrote that a speech from Hitler was 
desperately needed, and again commented that amongst the broad masses there 
was ‘scepticism, not to say hopelessness’.*? A few days later the Americans and the 
British landed in mainland Italy, and on 8 September the new Italian government 
surrendered unconditionally to the Allies. 

Goebbels recognized the extent of the crisis. In conversation with his own 
aides, and in his diary, he acknowledged that Germany could not, in the long 
run, win a war on two fronts. He put this to Hitler in Rastenburg on 9 September, 
asking him whether he thought negotiations with Stalin were possible. This was 
Goebbels’ preferred option, but Hitler argued that the British were more likely 
to be open to diplomacy, once they had seized Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica. At 
least on this occasion Goebbels managed to get Hitler to record a speech which 
he subsequently broadcast.* Six weeks later, as the situation on the Eastern Front 
deterioriated, Goebbels was back in Rastenburg, and again raised with Hitler what 
he called ‘the cardinal question: how do we get out of a two-front war, and is it 
better to come to an eventual arrangement with England or with the Soviets?’ If 
there was a degree of realism underlying these discussions, it disappeared when 
the two men went into further detail. They discussed how various territories they 
still controlled, in Eastern Europe, in the Balkans, and in Scandinavia, might be 
used as bargaining counters with one side or another. Goebbels on this occasion 
argued that the British might be willing to come to an arrangement in the West, 
allowing Germany to secure its necessary living space in the East. He clung to 
the mistaken idea that, faced with a choice in Europe, the British would prefer 
to see a National Socialist, rather than a Communist hegemony. 

At the same time as Hitler and Goebbels were conducting their own semi- 
delusional conversations in East Prussia, the Foreign Ministers of Britain, 
America, and the Soviet Union were meeting in Moscow, and the communiqué 
issued on 1 November at the conclusion of their talks highlighted the gap 
between Goebbels’ wishful thinking and the real intentions of the Allies. The 
Moscow Declaration renewed the joint commitment to compel Germany to an 
unconditional surrender; it added an intention ‘to restore the independence of 
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41. Wilhelm Furtwängler was Goebbels’ favourite conductor. Although Furtwängler 
disagreed with the exclusion of Jewish musicians from German cultural life, he was prepared 
to appear at numerous Nazi ceremonies; here he conducts the Vienna Philharmonic in an 
armaments factory during the drive for ‘total war’ in 1943. 
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Austria’ and to punish ‘those German officers and men and members of the Nazi 
Party who have had any connection with atrocities and executions in countries 
overrun by German forces’.° Any notion Goebbels had that there was scope for 
negotiation with the Allies, separately or collectively, was entirely misplaced, 
and Hitler probably saw this more clearly. In any case, both men still clung to 
the idea that military developments might still turn to their advantage. Hitler 
was placing great store in the new ‘vengeance weapons’ being developed, flying 
bombs and rockets, and Goebbels had been convinced that they would wreak 
such havoc in London, even eventually in New York, that the British would come 
to their senses and desist from their attacks on German cities.” The German 
occupation of Italy in September, the freeing of Mussolini from captivity, and 
the temporary successes against the Allied beachhead at Salerno all served to 
bolster the illusion that Germany was still capable of military successes and had 
some room for manoeuvre. 

Goebbels also made great efforts to preserve an outward appearance of calm 
and resolution. We have an intimate, if uncritical record of him in the last years 
of the war from the pen of a new press aide, Wilfred von Oven, who joined 
Goebbels’ staff in July 1943. Oven was hugely impressed by Goebbels’ fastidious 
care with his personal appearance, his meticulous attention to punctuality, his 


42. Goebbels was a huge 
admirer of the Norwegian 
writer Knut Hamsun, who is 
shown here at the Congress 
of National Associations of 
Journalists held by the Nazis 
in Vienna, 22-25 June 1943. 
Shortly before this, Hamsun 
had visited Goebbels at home 
in Berlin, and Goebbels wrote: 
‘The wisdom of age is written 
in his face ... His belief in the 
German victory is completely 
unshakeable.’ (TBJG, 19 May 
1943, TH, 8, p. 327.) 
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constant energy, and his mastery of every detail of his work. He described how 
Goebbels maintained his daily routine, even when travelling: his own private 
train was equipped with every facility for him and his staff, and could be linked 
up to the telephone network at every station so that Goebbels could keep up to 
date with the news. Goebbels’ different residences, in Berlin, Schwanenwerder, 
and in Lanke, were similarly equipped so that he could be accompanied by a 
small retinue and could work where he chose. Goebbels had now moved his own 
family to Lanke, which was judged least at risk from stray bombs intended for 
Berlin, and where a large underground bunker had been constructed. His own 
children now attended local schools, and he gathered here several other family 
members like his mother and sister. 

Goebbels’ relations with Magda had improved, and she continued to play 
the public role demanded of her, to the extent of doing some factory work 
as a contribution to the ‘total war’ effort. Magda was a dedicated Nazi, and 
shared Goebbels’ public faith in final victory; privately she must, like him, have 
worried about the direction of events, and the consequences this would have 
for the whole family. Apparently Goebbels himself first admitted to Oven on 27 
August 1943 the possibility that the war might be lost, and explained to him 
the logical consequence of this: ‘I would happily throw away a life under the 
authority of our enemies. Either we will master this crisis - and I will employ 
all my powers to that end - or I will once again bow deeply to the English spirit 
and put a bullet through my head.’** Although Goebbels now had less time to 
attend to cultural affairs, he still found some consolation in the arts. In May 
1943 he had even managed to meet one of his most revered cultural figures, the 
84-year-old Norwegian author Knut Hamsun. Goebbels had first read Hamsun 
in his childhood, and in the 1930s he had often revisited his works. Hamsun 
professed his ‘unshakeable’ faith in a German victory, but conversation was 
difficult because he was very deaf. Nonetheless, Goebbels declared this ‘one of 
the most valuable encounters of my life’, and noted that Magda was also ‘deeply 
struck’ by the meeting.” 

German propaganda subsequently gave prominence to the decision of 
Hamsun’s son Arhild to serve with the SS, and Goebbels found that he and 
Magda were not alone in their admiration for the elderly Norwegian. After years 
of studied reticence, Goebbels had at last admitted to the existence of ‘Fräulein 
Eva Braun’. He referred to her for the first time in his diary on 25 June 1943; 
apparently she was also a fan of Hamsun’s.° It is difficult to explain Goebbels’ 
reluctance to discuss Eva Braun in his diaries, not least because he frequently 
-and increasingly as the war went on - expressed his concerns there about Hitler’s 
apparent isolation and loneliness. By 1943, when Goebbels first mentioned Eva 
Braun in his diary, she had been involved in a close relationship with Hitler for 
many years; even after this first reference, Goebbels only mentioned her again 
infrequently, and never at any length. He wrote more about Hitler’s dog Blondi, 
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and how much the dog meant to Hitler. We can rule out prudery or straight- 
forward jealousy. The brief references to Eva Braun in Goebbels’ diary contain 
no hint of disapproval, personal dislike, or jealousy. We know that when Field 
Marshal Blomberg married a much younger woman from a lower social class in 
February 1938, Goebbels had only approval for a relationship which scandalized 
many others. When it was revealed that Blomberg’s new wife had previously 
been a prostitute, Goebbels appears to have been concerned only by the way 
this was viewed by the public. 

Equally, we can rule out the possibility that Goebbels knew little about the 
relationship between Hitler and Eva Braun. Although she was studiously kept 
from the public eye, and hidden away from many visitors to Hitler’s court, 
Goebbels did not suggest in his first references to her that he had only just been 
introduced; given his long and close relationship with Hitler this would be quite 
improbable. Goebbels may well have wished to respect Hitler’s own desire that 
his relationship with Eva Braun should remain entirely private. When Goebbels 
next referred to her, in August 1943, he recorded that she was ‘an intelligent girl, 
who meant a great deal to the Führer’. It is also possible that Goebbels thought 
that Eva Braun provided little more than a diversion for Hitler. He always wrote 
about her in an approving, but patronizing tone, and may well have felt that 
she had no importance beyond helping Hitler to relax when he was not making 
important decisions. There is a marked contrast between Goebbels’ tone towards 
Eva Braun - a ‘girl’ - and the way he wrote about Magda. 

During 1943 Goebbels still found time for film and music. Shortly before 
meeting Hamsun, Goebbels discussed with Veit Harlan and Karl Liebeneiner 
plans for a film intended as an example to German cities under aerial attack. The 
film would depict the courageous resistance of the Prussian town of Kolberg to 
the Napoleonic armies, and would hopefully be premiered at Christmas.‘ Even 
as one German city after another was pulverized by the RAF, Goebbels found 
some consolation in music. On 2 June, shortly after Wuppertal had been badly 
hit, Goebbels entertained the Swiss poet Margaret Knittel and some musicians 
at Lanke: 


In the evening Alfieri, Professor Raucheisen, the tenor Anders from the State 
Opera and a few other singers come, and perform some beautiful music. 
Knittel’s daughter plays Bach and Beethoven, Professor Raucheisen plays 
Chopin, and Schubert, Schumann, and Wolf Lieder are sung. I am happy to 
be able to indulge a little in music. One does this so infrequently today that 
an exception like this brings a deep inner bliss. 


A few days later Goebbels travelled out, with leading munitions producers, to 
Hillersleben to see a display of new weapons hosted by Speer. Goebbels was 
impressed not only by the weapons, but by the attitude of the industrialists 
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Front soldiers visit Reich Minister Dr Goebbels 


‚oral Field Marshal Hummel photographed with the children 
A Minister on the on c 








43. A spread of propaganda pictures showing soldiers visiting the Goebbels family in mid- 
1943. In the first, SS soldiers involved in the recapture of Kharkov are shown relaxing with 
Magda and four of her daughters, including Heide, the youngest; at the bottom left, Field 
Marshal Rommel is walking with the four eldest daughters. In the two middle pictures 
Goebbels is shown talking with holders of the Knight’s Cross. 
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there, whom he described as ‘cold and energetic fanatics’. He noted also that 
many of them harboured artistic pretensions, and that ‘characteristically, the 
day ends with a piano performance by Professor Kempff; he plays Beethoven 
and Chopin’.‘ 

Goebbels’ morale was also bolstered by the new role he created for himself in 
1943 as ‘defender of Berlin’ and coordinator of the response to the British aerial 
offensive. He had always been at his most energetic under pressure, and he now 
found his moment, as Hitler retreated from the public gaze, and as other senior 
Nazis like Göring, Ribbentrop, and Rosenberg took refuge in sybaritic living, or 
in pursuance of private schemes. After Hamburg, Goebbels was convinced that 
the British would attempt to deliver a similarly heavy attack on Berlin, and he 
threw himself in an effort to prevent a repetition of the catastrophe in Germany’s 
capital. He immediately insisted on the evacuation of nearly a million women 
and children from Berlin, even though this was enormously unpopular.‘ He 
used the local Party apparatus and a leafleting campaign to ensure that measures 
were in hand to prevent - as far as possible - the spread of major fires. In his 
own ministry, Goebbels organized a ‘defence company’ armed with machine 
guns, which would secure the building in the event of unrest. By this time 
Berlin was surrounded by successive rings of searchlights and anti-aircraft guns, 
making it the most heavily defended of German cities. A deep bunker under the 
Wilhelmplatz served as Goebbels’ headquarters during a raid, and from here he 
tried to coordinate the response of fire and rescue services, emerging as soon as 
he judged safe to get in person to the most critically affected areas. 

In the nights after the Hamburg attack Goebbels anxiously awaited the news 
that a large British force was approaching Berlin. Arthur Harris had in fact decided 
to try to inflict a series of attacks on Berlin, but was waiting for favourable weather 
before launching his onslaught. The first attack came on 24 August: some 600 
British bombers flew over Berlin on a clear night, and were engaged by over 200 
German aircraft. Goebbels was impressed by the cooperation between searchlights 
and night fighters, and watched five bombers being shot down after being coned 
by searchlights.° As soon as the all-clear sounded Goebbels moved to coordinate 
the response, above all to prevent the development of huge combined fires. 
More than 800 civilians were killed, and thousands of buildings were damaged 
or destroyed. The British returned on 1 September and on 3 September, but these 
attacks were less damaging. Then for a period of seven weeks, Harris directed 
his bombers to other targets, notably Hanover and Kassel. Goebbels travelled to 
both these cities, both to supervise the response to the raids, and also to deliver 
morale-building speeches. Just as in the Kampfzeit, his public speaking again 
served to energize both himself and his audiences. During this period, he spoke 
frequently, to selected groups of Party workers and members of the armed forces, 
to large public meetings, and to groups of people who clustered around him in 
the streets. He discovered that, just asin Britain in 1940 and 1941, the experience 
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of being bombed from the air sometimes brought people together and seemed 
to bolster the morale of survivors, united in common suffering. 

Goebbels spoke to Party workers in Kassel on 5 November, shortly after more 
than 5,000 people had been killed there in a firestorm. He told them that the 
sacrifice of their city and their houses would turn out to be worthwhile, and that 
they would see the ruins as ‘the pledge and guarantee of victory’. Privately he was 
furious that the local Gauleiter, Karl Weinrich, had failed to prepare adequately 
for attack, and to organize the response with sufficient energy. Weinrich was 


44. The morning after a 
British bombing raid on a 
Rhineland city in August 
1943. Goebbels was 
terrified by the intensi- 
fication of the British 
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TI, 9, p. 399.) 





270 Joseph Goebbels 


dismissed from his post. Travelling on to Hanover, which had suffered four 
concentrated raids, Goebbels was much more impressed by the energy and 
application of Gauleiter Lauterbacher. Thousands of people crowded outside the 
town hall to hear Goebbels speak, and he was frequently interrupted by applause 
- as, for example, when he declared that ‘We believe that this war, with all its 
suffering, is still better than a peace imposed upon us by enemies.’°® 

Back in Berlin, Goebbels concentrated on the many problems arising from 
earlier attacks, notably providing for the many thousands of people now 
homeless. Every evening he scanned the reports of the weather over England, 
and followed the news of incoming flights from the West. On 22 November 
he was in Steglitz, an already damaged area in south Berlin, to speak to local 
Party members. Twenty minutes into his speech, the air-raid sirens wailed, and 
after a further ten minutes, the whole meeting had to take refuge in the air-raid 
shelter.® Berlin was about to undergo its ‘greatest bombing ordeal in the war’,”” 
a series of three concentrated raids which left thousands dead, hundreds of 
thousands homeless, and inflicted huge damage on government buildings and 
industrial plants. In the first attack, the inner city was badly hit, and Goebbels’ 
own house in Hermann-Göring-Strasse was partially burnt out. In the second, 
the government quarter was particularly badly affected: the Propaganda Ministry 
was set on fire in two places, and the Kaiserhof Hotel, where the Party leadership 
had congregated before the ‘seizure of power’ was completely destroyed. In the 
third, the Alkett and Borsig plants, which between them produced a significant 
proportion of Germany’s self-propelled guns and artillery pieces, were badly 
damaged. Repeated hits on the zoo left over 700 animals dead, and there were 
rumours that escaped lions were prowling around the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial 
Church in the city centre. Meat from buffaloes, antelopes, and crocodiles was 
available to some of the city’s inhabitants afterwards; bear meat was apparently 
particularly prized.” 

Goebbels was intoxicated by the whole experience. As the bunker under the 
Wilhelmplatz shuddered under the impact of huge bombs, he felt that ‘we really 
are living in the middle of the war’. Although he was horrified and saddened by 
the extent of the fires in Berlin, he was hugely impressed by the resilience and 
morale of the population. When his car was held up by wreckage as he tried to 
supervise the emergency services, people came up, ‘clapped him on the shoulder’ 
and wished him well. After the third raid, he visited the ruins of working-class 
Wedding, and had to give an impromptu speech standing on a crate. Women 
embraced him. Still dictating his diary entries every day, Goebbels confessed 
that it was ‘a real joy, to throw oneself into the sea of troubles and, swimming, 
to reach the saving bank’.’? 

Although Goebbels was understandably preoccupied by the aerial attack on 
Germany, and with coordinating the response to this, he was also aware of a 
serious threat developing on the Eastern Front, where through the autumn and 
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winter months, the Red Army maintained a relentless pressure, above all in 
Ukraine. The increasingly demoralized German forces were pushed back, and 
had to relinquish territory which they had occupied for two years. In early 
November Kiev was liberated, and shortly after this Soviet forces reached the Black 
Sea coast, isolating the Germans and Romanians left in the Crimea. In January 
1944 a strong Soviet offensive - the first of what Stalin called the ‘ten crushing 
blows’ of that year - was mounted near Leningrad, forcing the Germans to retreat 
from positions they had held since 1941. The emphasis was switched back to 
the south in the spring, when the Germans were driven back to the Romanian 
frontier; in April and May 1944 the Crimea was liberated. Goebbels followed 
these developments day by day, noting the ever greater material and numerical 
strength of the Red Army. He was incensed by what he saw as the weak-willed 
leadership of the Wehrmacht, and from numerous eye-witnesses he learnt ofthe 
increasing demoralization of the German frontline troops. 

Goebbels was now fully aware of the growing material supremacy of the Allies 
on all fronts. He was increasingly sceptical of those who maintained that Stalin 
had thrown his last reserves into the struggle, and he knew that the Americans and 
British were building up a huge force in preparation for an invasion somewhere 
in north-western Europe. He could see and hear for himself the huge aerial fleets 
which now roamed over Germany. In March 1944 he watched from Lanke as the 
first American bombers attacked Berlin in daylight, and every day he recorded a 
growing number of attacks, now from aircraft based in Italy as well as in Britain. 
Although he rejoiced in the occasional successes of German defences, he was 
deeply frustrated by what he saw as the inadequate leadership of the Luftwaffe. 
In April 1944 he recorded that his desk was covered with so many reports of air 
raids that he scarcely had time to read them all.” 

After ten years in which the role of Propaganda Minister had largely been a 
happy one for Goebbels, this had become an impossible task. In retrospect, the 
‘total war’ speech of February 1943 can be seen as the last occasion on which 
Goebbels successfully used his tried and tested propaganda techniques to achieve 
any great success. After the disasters which followed this, although Goebbels 
continued his work with his typical energy and determination, he was swimming 
against strong currents. He still controlled a network of propaganda departments 
across Germany and occupied Europe, and these fought to implement his 
directives in an increasingly hostile environment. In the occupied territories, this 
was a hopeless cause. Years of German control had brought - for the majority of 
the occupied populations - political subjugation, the deportation of young people 
for forced labour, the savage exploitation of economic resources, and dismal 
poverty. The supposed benefits of belonging to the German ‘New Order’ palled 
beside these everyday horrors. By early 1944 the prospect of Allied liberation 
was near at hand for many of these people. 
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We can gain an insight into the poverty of Goebbels’ propaganda at this 
late stage of the war by looking at an isolated ‘action’ in an area typically 
overlooked, the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg. This small, independent state 
with its population of just over 300,000 had after occupation in May 1940 
been incorporated into the ‘Greater German Reich’, and in 1942 been made 
part of the Gau Moselland, run from Koblenz. Under the direction of Gauleiter 
Gustav Simon, a brutal and uncompromising programme of ‘Germanization’ 
had been conducted to extirpate any traces of French or indigenous culture. The 
Jews of Luxembourg had been deported, and a number of German settlers were 
brought in from outside. In early 1944, conscious of deteriorating morale, the 
Gau propaganda office conducted a ‘New Year action’, and reported on this to 
Goebbels. Alongside the usual techniques of holding meetings, showing films, 
and presenting Nazi speeches, the office staged an ‘internal Party action of public 
confession’ designed to restore sagging confidence. A six-point programme was 
promulgated for all members of the Party and the ‘German people’s Movement’ 
in Luxembourg. This demanded that ‘always and everywhere’ Party badges were 
to be worn; and that ‘always and everywhere the German greeting of “Heil Hitler”, 
correctly pronounced, was to be used’. Party members were ‘in every personal and 
private conversation to express confidence and faith in victory’. All were required 
during March to write at least one letter to someone they knew ‘at the front’. 
Every individual had ‘personally to combat rumour-mongering and uncalled-for 
political jokes in comradely circles’. Finally the propaganda office reminded all 
Party members that: ‘Against genuinely ill-willed defeatists, the fist, as the most 
tried and tested method, was immediately to be used.’ 

Whatever the outcome of local initiatives like this - and one doubts that many 
hearts and minds were now to be won with these ‘tried and tested’ methods — they 
were not going to change the course of the war. Goebbels was now pinning his 
faith in the prospect of casting the British and American invaders — when they 
arrived — back into the sea. This alone, he hoped, would force them to negotiate. 
As an eerie calm descended on the Eastern Front, and much of the American 
and British aerial offensive was turned against targets in France and the Low 
countries, Goebbels anxiously scanned the news reports for clues about when 
and where the Allies might land. He spent Easter 1944 with his family in Lanke, 
but Oven records how he was unable to concentrate on family activities, as he 
was preoccupied with the idea that conditions were favourable for a landing in 
France.” He tried to soothe his nerves with music, taking pleasure in the ‘evenings 
of German music’ broadcast every Sunday. On ‘Heroes Day’, 12 March, this 
was a ‘beautiful Bach concert’. On Easter Sunday he enjoyed a Mozart concert 
— ‘a glorious pleasure’ - and the following week he listened to a programme of 
Handel, although he felt this was ‘somewhat too baroque’.”* He rejoiced in the 
progress of ‘one of his own favourite children’, the Reich Bruckner Orchestra in 
Linz.” With Hitler’s approval this orchestra had been established in 1943 partly 
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to build up Linz as a cultural centre in opposition to Vienna, and specifically to 
create a first-class orchestra for radio broadcasting.” None of this could really 
distract Goebbels from the war. He recorded, perhaps unconsciously repeating 
his earlier threat that thoughts of the Jews would haunt the Germans even in 
their dreams, that now the fear that another German city would be attacked 
‘accompanied him in his sleep’. 

For the last four years, Goebbels had been living ‘in the stretch and sag’ of his 
nerves,®° and he was clearly now haunted by fear of the future. He must have 
realized, at some level of his conscious as well as unconscious being, that the 
war was lost, and that Germany could not prevail against the Allied coalition. 
Strangely, he had lost his earlier fear that morale on the home front would 
collapse, and he had seen that the German population was astonishingly resilient 
under sustained attack. The systematic pillaging of occupied Europe and the 
dispossession of its Jewish communities had helped to maintain a relatively 
high standard of living in Germany itself. Houses, flats, furniture, and clothes 
stolen from Jews were directly used to alleviate the worst distress of many of 
those made homeless by British and American bombing. Nonetheless the aerial 
war was the one that Goebbels was closest to, and most directly involved in. 
He could see that for all the huge resources invested in anti-aircraft guns, night 
fighters, searchlights, and early warning systems, the German defences against 
British night bombing and American daylight attacks were being overwhelmed. 
The front line in the Soviet Union was still along way from the German frontier, 
and this seems to have cushioned Goebbels from a clearer realization of the 
immense danger facing the German armed forces there. The front line in Italy 
had been stabilized, and this made it possible for Goebbels still to cling to the idea 
that the German army was superior to any land force the British and Americans 
could mobilize. 

Goebbels had no doubts about his own future in the event of an Allied victory. 
He had paid close attention both to formal declarations by the Allies that they 
would hold Nazi leaders responsible for atrocities committed during the war, and 
to journalistic utterances in Allied countries which demanded more summary 
retribution. For years his declared philosophy had been one of risk-taking, and 
of burning bridges behind him. Magda undoubtedly knew about many of the 
crimes committed by the Nazis, perhaps in less detail than her husband, and also 
felt a sense of responsibility. Goebbels had in the past been very critical of senior 
Nazis who had not taken their own lives when dishonoured, or facing capture 
by the Allies, and was absolutely clear in his own mind that suicide was the only 
course of action he could take if Germany was defeated. From the evidence of 
others, it appears that he was already contemplating taking the lives of his own 
children in this event.*' This readiness to face his own death made it easier for 
Goebbels to maintain - in public - his unwavering faith in a German victory. 
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Haunted by doubts and anxieties, Goebbels still maintained his childlike 
veneration for Hitler, but even this faith was now called into question. Through 
the spring and summer of 1944, Hitler spent much of his time away from the 
fronts, on the Obersalzberg, and Goebbels was summoned to see him there every 
few weeks. On every occasion he was impressed by Hitler’s ‘sovereign calm’, 
and his apparently untroubled optimism. He was though unable to agree with 
all his views, and privately he expressed growing frustration. In February he 
dictated: ‘The Führer has thus far not honoured any city in the air war with a visit. 
That cannot be sustained in the long term.’* In March 1944, Hitler explained 
to Goebbels how the increasing numbers of Panther and Tiger tanks would 
restore German military supremacy. Goebbels noted: ‘I would like to see this 
prognosis of the Fiihrer borne out. One has been so often disappointed recently, 
that one feels a degree of scepticism arising within oneself.’ Together, he and 
Hitler railed against their own ‘nauseating’ generals, and concluded that Stalin 
had been right to shoot his own in good time. They were similarly united on the 
‘Jewish question’, agreeing that this was the one area where they had pursued a 
genuinely radical policy. As a result, Goebbels dictated, ‘the Jews can no longer 
cause us any damage’.** Goebbels was so concerned by what he perceived as the 
defeatist attitude of the generals that he staged a bizarre charade to demonstrate 
their loyalty to Hitler. He secretly wrote a ‘statement’ of ‘unconditional loyalty’, 
and persuaded Hitler’s adjutant General Schmundt to fly around Europe getting 
signatures from all the Field Marshals to the document. This accomplished, the 
declaration was formally presented by Gerd von Rundstedt - as if it came from 
the Field Marshals - to Hitler on 19 March.** When Hitler told him about this 
little ceremony, Goebbels noted: ‘Iam very pleased that I am the author of this 
declaration, without the Führer knowing it.’ One wonders whether Hitler did 
know or not, and also what Goebbels thought was achieved by this exercise. 
A few days before this Goebbels had noted alarming signs of Hitler’s physical 
deterioration, how his hand shook when he signed a document, and how he 
could only go up and down steep stairs very slowly.®‘ 

Hitler was still placing increasing hope in other new weapons, and this was 
a constant theme of his talks with Goebbels. In May 1944 Goebbels heard a 
detailed report from the Armaments Ministry which explained why the A-4 
rockets (later called the V2) would not be ready for two or three months yet. This 
was so different from what Hitler had told him that he could only conclude that 
Hitler had been ‘wrongly informed’.*”? Goebbels knew already that the failure 
to realize the many threats of ‘retaliation’ against the British issued since the 
summer of 1943 had seriously damaged the credibility of the Nazi leadership in 
the eyes of the German public. In fact the A-4 rocket programme was still beset 
with developmental problems, and the rockets would not be ready for another 
four months.** The sense of unreality deepened when Goebbels travelled again 
to the Obersalzberg to visit Hitler on 5 June 1944. He found a whole group of 


‘We Have Done the Right Thing’ 275 


people here, coming to terms with, amongst other developments, the loss of 
Rome to the British and Americans. Amongst other wide ranging plans, Hitler 
explained to Goebbels his belief that ‘England was lost’ and that he had therefore 
decided to deal it a ‘death blow’. Goebbels, who was himself inclined to clutch 
at any news which suggested cracks in British morale, commented: ‘How he will 
do that in detail, is not clear to me at present.’ As ever, the two men reviewed 
the conduct of other senior Nazis, and Goebbels bitterly criticized Ribbentrop 
for his failure to develop a constructive foreign policy. Hitler, who still thought 
highly of Ribbentrop, said that he had thought about replacing him with Alfred 
Rosenberg. Goebbels, who had imagined that he was the only possible successor 
to Ribbentrop’s post, recorded that he was ‘appalled’ by this, and clearly implied 
that he was also deeply affronted by Hitler’s insensitivity to his own views. 

After this, Goebbels had a long discussion with Speer, who also had a house 
on the Obersalzberg. Speer developed his theory that the Americans and the 
British would try to destroy the bridges over the Rhine to trap German forces 
in France, and then mount an invasion from somewhere near Hamburg on the 
north German coast. Late that night Goebbels sat by the fireside with Hitler, and 
as ever, they rehearsed anecdotes from the Kampfzeit. The dawn was breaking 
when Goebbels arrived back at his hotel in Berchtesgaden, to find reports which 
confirmed that the Allies had landed in France. ‘Thus,’ he wrote, ‘the deciding 
day of the war has broken.” 


12 


‘How Distant and Alien this 
Beautiful World Appears’ 


The strongest moral factor in this coming victory is the Führer himself! [Calls 
of ‘Bravo’ and ‘Heil’, applause.] It is now for twenty years that Ihave stood at 
his side. Ihave shared joy and suffering with him, victory and defeat and crisis. 
I can only say: in these twenty years we have experienced more anxious than 
happy days and gone through more crises than we have celebrated victories. 
But we have still overcome every crisis! As insoluble as they sometimes seem, 
they have in the end been resolved. And the sky might be dark as it often 
is; suddenly, unexpectedly, in some place, small blue or white spots reveal 
themselves. And in a short time [an aeroplane flies over the meeting] the whole 
panorama of the heavens is clear again, and the sun shines on our heads once 
again. So it will be today. 

Goebbels, speaking in Nuremberg, 4 June 1944.' 


Goebbels welcomed the invasion of Normandy. He saw it as an opportunity to 
inflict a decisive defeat on the Western Allies, and open the way towards an end 
to Germany’s war on two fronts. He still had huge faith in Rommel, who was 
commanding the forces around the Allied beachhead, and hoped that within 
two or three days he would deploy sufficient armoured reserves to drive the 
Allies back into the sea. He was rapidly disappointed. The overwhelming Allied 
air supremacy made it almost impossible for Rommel to move his reserves, or 
to attack effectively with those he could get in place. Goebbels was similarly 
disappointed with the long-postponed use of the ‘vengeance weapons’. The 
flying bombs (soon called the V1, at Goebbels’ suggestion) were launched against 
London on 15 June, and over the next few weeks a sustained offensive was 
maintained against the British capital. Goebbels had built up great expectations 
in the German press about the impact the ‘vengeance weapons’ might have, and 
he was hugely frustrated by the British tactic of keeping silent about their effects. 
Lacking any detailed intelligence, Goebbels was only able to speculate, largely on 
the basis of rumours, about this, and he quickly realized that, whatever damage 
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the V1s were causing in London, they were not bringing the British to their 
knees. As early as 18 June he moved to tone down the ‘sometimes grotesque’ 
exaggeration about them in the German press. At the same time he admitted 
that there could be no German counter-offensive in Normandy because of Allied 
air superiority.? 

These concerns were soon overwhelmed by Goebbels’ gradual realization of the 
danger posed by the renewed Soviet offensive in the centre of the Eastern Front. 
Although the start of this long-planned offensive was timed for the anniversary of 
Operation Barbarossa on 22 June, it took several days to develop in full strength, 
and for the scale of its success to become apparent in Berlin. On 26 June Goebbels 
dictated that ‘as if from a clear sky comes the news that the Bolsheviks have 
achieved a breakthrough in great style’.* In fact the situation was far worse than 
he realized. The German Army Group Centre was totally overwhelmed; whole 
units surrendered with their commanders; towns bombastically imagined as 
‘fortresses’ were abandoned, and the apparatus of German occupation collapsed. 
All who could fled, using any means of transport available, carrying what booty 
they could, but abandoning huge quantities of equipment and supplies. For the 
next six weeks Soviet armoured units and motorized infantry advanced swiftly 
across Belorussia, and into what had been eastern Poland. By mid-July refugees 
were streaming into East Prussia, and Soviet forces were close to the Baltic coast, 
threatening to cut off Army Group North. It was, according to a recent historian, 
‘the most crushing single defeat in the history of the German Army’.* 

Goebbels now realized the gravity of the situation; this was, he dictated: ‘the 
end-phase of our historic fight for the Reich’.® But he sensed drift and defeatism 
at all levels of the German leadership. For the first time in his diary in early 
July he had used the phrase ‘if I were the Fiihrer’,° with all its implied criticism 
of Hitler. He was scathing about Göring and the total failure of the Luftwaffe; 
and he was disgusted by the willingness of generals and senior officers to lay 
down their arms. Nothing incensed him more than those captured officers who 
had joined the Soviet-sponsored ‘Free Germany National Committee’, and now 
broadcast on Soviet radio, appealing to German soldiers to give up the unequal 
struggle.” On 20 July, Goebbels was in the Propaganda Ministry with Speer and 
Funk, when at lunchtime he received a telephone call telling him that there had 
been an unsuccessful attempt to kill Hitler in Rastenburg. 

Goebbels did not dictate an entry for 20 July, or the following day in his diary, 
but we do have accounts from both Speer and Oven, who were with him on that 
critical day, and in a broadcast speech on 26 July Goebbels gave his own résumé 
of events.” Although Kershaw suggests that Goebbels initially procrastinated, 
wanting ‘to hedge his bets’,? he acted with characteristic energy and resolution 
once he knew that the attempted assassination was part of a larger plot to replace 
the Nazi government. Goebbels’ reaction appears all the more important when 
it is contrasted with the indecision of the conspirators gathered nearby in Ben- 
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dlerstrasse, who failed to arrest Goebbels, or to cut off his telephone. Goebbels 
was able to convince Major Remer, the commander of the guard battalion sent 
by the plotters to seal off the government quarter (including the Propaganda 
Ministry), that Hitler was alive; he put him on the telephone to Hitler, and then 
delivered a brief but effective speech to Remer’s men in the garden outside his 
flat. Goebbels had already broadcast to the nation to announce brief details of 
the attempted assassination, but above all to reassure the public that Hitler was 
alive and had already resumed his work." The conspirators were arrested, and 
several were shot that evening. Through the night Goebbels coordinated the 
suppression of the plot in Berlin, and it was indeed with some justification that 
at 4.00 a.m. he emerged from his office, smiling and energized, to announce 
to his officials: ‘Gentlemen, the Putsch is over.’!! One detail overlooked in most 
accounts of 20 July is that Goebbels had only four weeks earlier met Remer when 
he was appointed to his post in Berlin, and established a strong personal contact 
with him.” This undoubtedly helped to win Remer over to his side on 20 July. If 
the main reason the plot failed was because Hitler survived the bomb blast, the 
second most important factor was the plotters’ failure to arrest Goebbels. It has 
been argued that the plot had little realistic chance of success even if Hitler had 
been killed, because either Himmler or Goring might have intervened to crush the 
plot in Berlin. This though is speculation." Goebbels actually did intervene. 

On 22 July, confident that the plot was over, and pleased with his own role in 
its suppression, Goebbels travelled to Rastenburg. He was determined to use the 
opportunity to push his agenda for ‘total war’ with Hitler, but before speaking to 
him, he met with others, like Lammers, Bormann, and Keitel, who had previously 
obstructed him. They now readily agreed to support his plans, as did Hitler 
himself. He issued a decree appointing Goebbels ‘Plenipotentiary for Total War’, 
and agreed in principle to a raft of measures to ‘comb out’ men for the armed 
forces, and to curb production of unnecessary luxuries.'* Goebbels was moved to 
see Hitler still alive, and quickly accepted the notion that his survival was proof 
of some kind of divine intervention. Hitler appeared to him now as ‘a man who 
worked under God’s hand’;'§ here was the confirmation that Hitler was the man 
to lead the German people out of the crisis. This interpretation of the plot had 
been developed by Hitler when he finally broadcast to the public late on night on 
20 July, and Goebbels developed it in his radio speech on 26 July. He and Hitler 
also saw the plot, particularly as it was further investigated, as vindication of their 
mistrust of the officer corps, the aristocracy, and of the non-party bourgeoisie. 
From this point onwards, they turned ever more to the Party and the SS as the 
only dependable elements in their collapsing world. 

In the short term, the 20 July plot gave Goebbels new hope. When he returned 
to Berlin on 24 July, he met ordinary soldiers who ‘all enthusiastically and for the 
first time’ greeted him with the Hitler salute, now imposed on the armed forces 
in place of the traditional military salute. Reading public opinion reports, he 
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dictated: ‘One has the impression that we had won a great victory.’ On 4 August 
he travelled to Posen to address the Gauleiter, whom he had always considered 
Germany’s elite leadership corps, and decided that this gathering of old fighters 
was ‘the best I have yet experienced’.’° Magda had by this time returned from 
Dresden, after a successful operation on a trapped nerve, and this was a further 
comfort. As further revelations of the extent of the conspiracy were forced out 
of the surviving plotters, Goebbels was shocked, particularly to hear that his old 
Berlin comrade Count Helldorff, and his great hero Rommel, were implicated. 
He did not allow his personal sympathies to mitigate his harsh judgement on 
them, noting without objection Hitler’s order that Helldorff should watch three 
of his fellow-conspirators being hanged before his own execution. Ted Harrison, 
who has researched Helldorff’s role in the plot, notes that ‘personal loyalty was 
the unwritten law of National Socialism’, and relates how one of Helldorff’s sons 
tried to see Goebbels, hoping he might intercede on his father’s behalf, unaware 
that he had already been executed. Goebbels refused to receive him, and did not 
let him know that his father’s sentence had already been carried out.!” Goebbels 
took some comfort from the knowledge that the Propaganda Ministry was the 
only government department which had not harboured any conspirators. 

He worked with renewed determination to implement his vision of ‘total war’, 
looking to provide hundreds of thousands of new soldiers, and even securing 
Hitler’s agreement to the closure of all theatres, and most of Germany’s orchestras. 
As with all attempts to curb bureaucracy, Goebbels had to create new agencies 
to coordinate the ‘combing out’ of men from civilian occupations, in this case 
a ‘Planning Committee’, and an ‘Executive Committee’. He assured all civil 
authorities in the Reich that these bodies would employ no more than 20 people, 
and demanded that they should look not just to release a few people from their 
organizations, but to make significant structural changes. To set a good example, 
Goebbels announced that he was cutting 75 per cent of the provincial posts in 
the Propaganda Ministry, and upwards of 30 per cent from his central admin- 
istration.’ In fact Goebbels, like others, provided exemptions from military 
service for people in his own sphere of activity. In late August he issued a list of 
several hundred ‘divinely favoured’ artists exempted from military service. He also 
preserved several leading orchestras, mainly to provide music on the radio. 

All this activity provided an outlet for Goebbels’ energy, but he was painfully 
aware that the war was being determined on the fighting fronts. On 18 August 
advance Soviet forces crossed the German frontier at Schirwindt in East Prussia, 
but were forced to pull back. Gauleiter Koch had been improvising a system 
of defences, mobilizing civilians, concentration camp prisoners, and fleeing 
remnants of Army Group Centre, and in the last days of August the Soviet tide 
came slowly to a halt.” In the West though, the Americans had broken through 
even as Hitler and Goebbels congratulated themselves on his survival from the 
bomb plot, and in August the German position in Normandy collapsed totally. 
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As in the East, there was a disorganized retreat as frontline units, rear-echelon 
troops, and collaborators fled for their lives, in this case greatly hampered by the 
prior destruction of the transport network. In a few short weeks, virtually all of 
France and Belgium was liberated, and in mid-September the first American units 
crossed the German frontier near Aachen. By this time, Romania, Bulgaria, and 
Finland had also come to terms with the Soviets, forcing a complete withdrawal 
of German forces from the Balkans. Bringing matters closer to home, a random 
bomb from a British Mosquito landed in the garden of Goebbels’ house - ironically 
where he had harangued Remer’s men only weeks earlier - stripping the roof off 
the building, destroying several of the beautiful old trees, and forcing Goebbels 
to live out in Lanke for several weeks until a few rooms could again be made 
habitable. Only days earlier, Goebbels had heard that Magda’s son Harald was 
missing in action in Italy. He decided to conceal this from Magda until he could 
find out more about his fate.”° 

The collapse of the German position, above all in the West, provoked a crisis 
of confidence. The combination of prolonged aerial assault and of rumours of 
the disorganized flight from France resulted in a mood of widespread resignation 
and hopelessness in western parts of Germany, and Goebbels was frustrated by 
Hitler’s reluctance to appear before, or even to broadcast to the German people. 
On 12 September Goebbels confessed privately that this was ‘an extraordinary 
shame’. He was profoundly suspicious of Hitler’s entourage, and reflected sadly 
that ‘the Fiihrer seems to be alone now’. In talks with the other Nazis who were 
coming to prominence after 20 July, Goebbels put the blame on Ribbentrop. On 
18 September he confided to his diary that: ‘If I were leading German foreign 
policy, it would have to be possible to come to a settlement of the conflict with 
one side or another’; nor was this merely his own wishful thinking. He heard 
from Hitler’s headquarters that Himmler, Bormann, and Guderian all wanted 
to see Ribbentrop dismissed and Goebbels appointed in his place.” Goebbels 
agonized for days about how best to put this to Hitler, and finally decided to 
write directly to him. He spent hours composing a long memorandum, and took 
the unusual step of dictating a verbatim copy in his diary. Kershaw states that 
this was because ‘Goebbels was evidently so pleased with it’, but it is more likely 
that Goebbels wanted to put what he thought was an important document on 
the record.” He wrote: 


My Fiihrer 

The development of the war in recent months, which has brought the enemy 
to the borders of the Reich, and even beyond them, in the East and the West, 
leads me to present my thoughts on our war politics to you in the following 
exposition. 
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Although he took care to flatter Hitler with glowing compliments, Goebbels 
was blunt: 


We stand in a two front war in its sharpest form, something which we wanted 
to avoid in all circumstances at the start of the war. We have never in our 
history won a war on two fronts, and today also it would not be possible for 
us to win militarily, given the numerical relations of strength. 


Goebbels developed the parallel he had often used before with Hitler, and with 
the German public, comparing the current military situation with the political 
crisis which had confronted the Nazi Party in November 1932, when it faced 
enemies inside and outside its own ranks. He continued: 


The question arises here, whether either side has any inclination to enter into 
negotiations with us, and if so, which one. 


Goebbels then argued that with Japanese diplomatic support, it might be possible 
to negotiate with the Soviet Union; the Americans and the British would not 
then be able to prolong the war. 


What we might attain would not be the victory we dreamed of in 1941, but 
it would still be the greatest victory in German history. 


Turning to the conduct of these negotiations, Goebbels was again blunt: 


I do not consider our Foreign Minister to be capable of initiating such a 
development. 


Goebbels stated that he wrote in these terms because he ‘felt it his duty as a 
National Socialist’. He did not explicitly suggest himself as the candidate to 
replace Ribbentrop, but clearly implied that he was the man with the necessary 
vision. Goebbels finished the letter with a declaration of loyalty, despatched it 
by courier to Rastenburg, and waited anxiously for Hitler’s reaction.” On 25 
September he heard that Hitler had read it, without comment, in the presence 
of his adjutant Julius Schaub, and put it in his briefcase with his reading for 
the night. Goebbels recorded that Hitler wanted him to come to Rastenburg, 
presuming that this would be to discuss the letter.”* 

In fact, Hitler never discussed this letter with Goebbels. He took to his bed, 
and the projected visit was cancelled. Hitler’s illness was probably more than 
psychosomatic, or a way of avoiding Goebbels and others who were confronting 
him with difficult demands. He was still suffering from the effects of the bomb 
blast of 20 July. It was several weeks before Goebbels travelled to Rastenburg 
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again, and when he did, Hitler concentrated on his plans for an offensive in the 
West.” Goebbels’ hope of negotiating with the Soviet Union was by this time 
as misplaced as the hope of the 20 July conspirators that they might negotiate 
with Britain and America if Hitler could be disposed of. In any case, Hitler did 
not accept Goebbels’ view that the war could not be won militarily, and had 
no intention of negotiating with either side. If Goebbels was realistic in his 
acceptance that a military victory was no longer possible, and in his assessment 
of Ribbentrop as a hopeless failure, he overlooked one critical point: there was 
no possibility in September 1944 that the Soviet Union, Britain, or America, 
would negotiate with Goebbels as German Foreign Minister. Apart from Hitler 
himself, and possibly Himmler, there was no one in the Nazi leadership more 
mistrusted and loathed outside Germany than Goebbels. 

If Goebbels was hurt or disappointed by Hitler’s refusal to engage with his ideas, 
he did not show it. In any case, he was again overtaken by events. In the last 
weeks of September and in early October, there was a consolidation of the German 
position, brought about by Allied exhaustion, and problems of supply. Even while 
Goebbels awaited Hitler’s reaction to his letter, the ambitious Allied attempt to 
force a crossing of the Rhine using paratroopers at Arnhem was repulsed, and 
a new defensive line was stabilized in the West. The Soviets, who had similarly 
over-extended supply lines after their huge advances in July and August, made 
efforts to break into East Prussia, but were checked. Goebbels was convinced 
that his efforts as Total War Plenipotentiary, which had freed some 500,000 
men for the fighting fronts, and his unceasing propaganda efforts were largely 
responsible for the Allied setbacks. He portrayed the British and Americans, who 
eventually captured the ruins of Aachen in early October, as intent on enslaving 
the German people, and reducing them to medieval serfdom. He welcomed the 
news of the Morgenthau plan, which entailed the punishment of German war 
criminals and the destruction of German industry, when this emerged after 
the Quebec conference, and served as a useful confirmation of the line he had 
previously promoted. He seized upon the collective rape of German women by 
Red Army soldiers after an incursion into the village of Nemmersdorf in East 
Prussia in October 1944, and sent newsreel teams to photograph the evidence 
of Soviet brutality there. 

Goebbels also placed great hope in the formation of the Volkssturm (People’s 
Storm) in September 1944. This was a militia of men, too old or too young to 
have been already considered for military service, armed with whatever weapons 
could be scraped together in a given locality, and sent to the front lines with a 
minimum of training. Hitler’s decree announcing the formation of the Volkssturm 
argued that it was a necessary response to the ‘known total will to extermination 
of our Jewish-international enemies’. There is agreement today that Volkssturm 
units were militarily of negligible value, and that the high casualties they suffered 
were almost entirely futile. Goebbels saw the Volkssturm as an embodiment of 
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45. Map showing the territory still controlled by Germany in October 1944. 


the revolutionary tradition he had idealized in the 1920s, and in the last months 
of the war, it still seemed to offer a concrete expression of his ideals of ‘will’ and 
‘sacrifice’. He was by this time so disillusioned with the regular army that he 
preferred the idea of these new recruits being assembled in separate units rather 
than sent as reinforcements to existing formations. When the levy was first 
discussed in early September 1944, Goebbels felt that Himmler was the ‘only’ 
candidate to lead the new force. A few weeks later he fantasized that he himself 
would assemble a force of 150,000 volunteers in Berlin.” Several times he was to 
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record in his diary instances where regular army soldiers retreated past Volkssturm 
units as they moved up to engage the enemy, but this has the smack of the wishful 
thinking that was increasingly clouding his whole view of the war. 

On 12 November, the Volkssturm was formally sworn in all over Germany; 
Goebbels recorded that 100,000 men took the oath of loyalty ‘to the Führer, to the 
freedom of the Reich, and to social future of our Volk’ in Berlin alone. On a misty 
morning, columns of Volkssturm recruits marched in from different directions 
to the Wilhelmplatz; as they converged there, singing the old Nazi song ‘We 
Are Marching through Great Berlin’, Goebbels appeared on the balcony of the 
Propaganda Ministry. He gave a brief speech after the taking ofthe oath, and was 
impressed by the demeanour of the men, some of whom ‘were already armed’. 
The Japanese Ambassador to Berlin, Oshima, was present and was - according to 
Goebbels - ‘deeply impressed’ by the ceremony. Oven, who was also listening, 
thought that one could ‘only laugh or cry’ about Goebbels’ declaration that 
Volkssturm regiments would be thrown into any gaps which appeared in the front 
lines. That afternoon in Lanke, Goebbels listened to a broadcast of the first act 
of Wagner's Valkyrie performed by the Dresden State Opera. It was, he thought, 
‘a masterful achievement’. 

Some of the records relating to the Volkssturm battalion formed from workers 
at the Propaganda Ministry workforce have survived, and it is instructive to look 
at what they reveal. One company was formed from radio employees. The oldest 
amongst them was 59 and the youngest was 30; most were in their forties, the 
same age as Goebbels. They were armed with a collection of rifles, machine guns, 
sub-machine guns, and the hand-held anti-tank weapon called the Panzerfaust.?? 
The men were given a programme of meetings for training during November 
and December, to include a film on how to fight Soviet tanks. The company 
commander was ordered to pay particular attention to the ‘political activization’ 
of the men, and they were also ordered to learn the words of particular songs.*° 
Some of the documents suggest that the men had only a limited fighting capacity. 
The company commander was told in December that of his 200 men, only 
104 actually had weapons, that there was no ammunition for the pistols and 
sub-machine guns, and that many weapons had parts missing.*! The idea that 
these men could offer any serious resistance to an army using tanks and heavy 
artillery appears patently absurd today, and one wonders how many of these 
men survived the subsequent fighting in Berlin. 

As Germany entered the sixth winter of the war, Goebbels tried to preserve 
a semblance of normality in German life. With the exception of a small area 
around Aachen in the west, the territory of the Reich was still in German hands; 
Norway, Denmark, Croatia, Slovakia, and parts of Holland, Italy, Poland, and of 
Hungary, were still under German control. Arms production was running at an 
extraordinarily high level; new weapons were being developed. Cultural life still 
continued: Goebbels was supervising the production of Veit Harlan’s film Kolberg, 
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and he found time to discuss with Furtwängler the problems arising from the 
use of recorded music for radio broadcasts. Out at Lanke all was peaceful, and 
family life continued; everyone there was cheered by the news in mid-November 
that Harald was alive in British captivity. Goebbels even found time for ‘a very 
serious talk with our Helga’, now aged 13; he was concerned because she was 
‘lazy at school and is otherwise letting herself go’. 

One wonders how far Helga was affected by the increasingly schizophrenic 
mood prevailing at Lanke. By all accounts, Magda was increasingly depressed 
as she, like Goebbels, contemplated a desperate future. Publicly, Magda was still 
doing her bit for the war effort, for example contributing 100 marks, as she had 
done in previous years, to a fund for the production of a Braille calendar for 
soldiers who had lost their sight. In early November she had 3,000 cigarettes 
sent to wounded men from the Berlin Order Police. But things were falling apart. 
The calendar for the blind could not be produced in 1944 because of air-raid 
damage, and the plan for a replacement in 1945 was hindered, ironically because 
the Propaganda Ministry would not grant an allocation of paper for it. As for 
her gift, Magda received an anonymous letter from one of the wounded soldiers 
complaining that the cigarettes intended for them had been appropriated by the 
two officers appointed to distribute them.’ 

Similarly, although her husband daily detected growing rifts between the 
Allies, and marvelled at the heroic resistance of the German soldiers who were 
realizing his new slogan ‘Every house a fortress’, he was all too aware of the real 
problems ahead, and was clearly contemplating suicide. Significantly, when the 
commander of the ‘fortress’ of Brest surrendered, Goebbels noted grimly that 
‘there are very few men to whom immortality is preferable to their own life’.** 
After listening to a Beethoven concert on the radio in October he wrote: ‘How 
distant and alien indeed this beautiful world appears. Inwardly I have already 
fully taken leave of it.” Significantly it was in November 1944 that Goebbels 
gave instructions for his accumulated diaries to be copied, using the technology 
of microfilming recently developed by - bizarrely - one Dr Joseph Goebel. A 
special room in Goebbels’ flat in Hermann-Göring-Strasse was dedicated to this 
task, with a specially ordered camera, and two secretarial assistants supervised by 
Goebbels’ private stenographer Richard Otte.” Above all Goebbels was oppressed 
by the growing weight of the aerial offensive; in early November he noted in his 
diary that people, particularly in western Germany, wanted peace at any price, 
and that even in the Party there was resignation. Goebbels saw very little of Hitler 
in the autumn of 1944, and on 1 December he noted that even though neutral 
reporters were speaking of ‘a miracle’ of resistance, inside Germany there was 
‘a crisis of trust in the Party leadership, even in the Fiihrer himself’. There were 
wild rumours about Hitler, even that he was dead.” 

Hitler had in fact returned to Berlin, his headquarters in Rastenburg now 
dangerously close to the Soviet front line. On 1 December Goebbels was 
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summoned to the Reich Chancellery, where he found his leader ‘more boisterous 
and optimistic’ than he had seen him for a long time. Hitler expounded to 
Goebbels his plans for an imminent offensive in the Ardennes which would 
divide the Allies from one another, starting with the Canadians. Later that 
evening Goebbels was called back and the two men talked until 5.30 a.m. 
Hitler explained how his offensive would reach Antwerp in ten days, and cut 
off the whole northern section of the Allied front: ‘There would be a Cannae of 
unimaginable scale.’ Once the Channel coast had been regained there would be a 
renewed onslaught on London with flying bombs and rockets. The plan, thought 
Goebbels, ‘is conceived with a simplicity of genius and offers possibilities for a 
total extermination of the enemy forces’. Working themselves into a frenzy of 
enthusiasm, the two men walked up and down the room, finally exchanging 
‘old memories’, and they were happy that ‘at bottom, they had not changed’.** A 
few days later Hitler even accepted Magda’s invitation to tea at Lanke. Goebbels 
was delighted to see him, after an interval of four years, relaxing and chatting 
with his own family. Together they bemoaned the Allied air raids, and Hitler 
‘emphasized that he had done everything to avoid this kind of warfare’. Goebbels 
was so carried away by his admiration that he continued: ‘That corresponds 
entirely with the facts. He has tried by every means possible to allow the war to 
play out in humane forms.’?? 

The Ardennes offensive started in the early hours of 16 December, and achieved 
a considerable measure of surprise. For a brief period Goebbels was able to rejoice 
in the illusion of success: ‘The map now shows significant blue arrows, markings 
which we have not seen for a long time.’*° Although sceptics like Guderian claim 
to have seen within days that the offensive had failed,“ Goebbels clung right 
into the New Year to the notion that it had at least thrown the Americans and 
the British completely off balance, and restored the initiative in the West to 
the Germans. The Christmas and New Year festivities were inevitably sombre, 
but there was a note of renewed optimism. Magda dispensed cards and gifts 
as she had done before; sending, for example, 100 marks - as she had done 
every Christmas since 1933 - to the mother of Hans Hoffmann, a Hitler Youth 
killed in street fighting back in 1931. She added: ‘the hope that the coming year 
might bring us the victorious peace which has been earned with such difficulty 
and honour’.” 

To see in the New Year Goebbels staged what was to be his last great set-piece of 
propaganda. He persuaded Hitler, after a long silence, to broadcast to the German 
people, and framed this carefully in a larger radio programme. Shortly before 
midnight on New Year’s Eve, the actor Heinrich George read out Clausewitz’s 
‘Political Testament’. After the ringing of bells at 12.00, and the playing of the 
Badenweiler March, Hitler himself spoke. Goebbels then delivered his own now 
traditional New Year’s speech. The Propaganda Ministry in Berlin had ordered 
its offices all around the beleaguered Reich to report back immediately on the 
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reaction to the whole broadcast amongst the people, with separate comments 
on Hitler’s and Goebbels’ speeches, and a collection of reports was on Goebbels’ 
desk the next evening. Given that these reports were compiled by Party activists, 
and intended for the Propaganda Minister, they must be interpreted with care, 
but several things are clear. First, there was a huge audience for the broadcast, 
which was anxiously heard by millions of listeners. Second, widespread gratitude 
and relief that Hitler himself had once again spoken was reported. Many listeners 
were moved by the presentation of the speech within the larger broadcast. The 
report from Posen struck a heroic note: 


The day and evening of 31 December were filled with expectation of the 
speech, and when shortly after midnight the Badenweiler March rang out, 
the whole Volk felt itself almost bodily connected with its Fiihrer, on whose 
shoulders in the newly beginning year the fate of the Reich and the whole 
continent lies.* 


It was similarly enthusiastic about Goebbels’ speech, and he marked the following 
passage with his pencil: 


The speech of the Reich Minister was generally described as a masterpiece, 
which surpassed all ministerial speeches of recent times, including that at 
Christmas, in expressive force, linguistic richness, and warmth. He had once 
again spoken to the hearts of the Volk, as indeed only the doctor knows how 
to do.“ 


There was much more in this sycophantic vein. From Cologne, one of the most 
heavily bombed German cities, it was reported that Goebbels’ speech had been 
generally understood as ‘Manly words spoken at the right time.’ His portrayal of 
Germany as the cultural centre of the world, and his ‘practical examples’ of what 
lay in store for Germany if the Allies triumphed, that is to say domination by 
‘drunken niggers’ and ‘garrulous Anglo-American agitators’, had been particularly 
well-received.* Apparently around Schwerin in northern Germany, women were 
‘particularly grateful’ for Goebbels’ speech. Enthusiasm was likewise reported 
from bomb-damaged Bremen and Wilhelmshaven.“ 

In amongst the flattery and Nazi hyperbole there were though indications that 
all was not well. In several places, like Oslo, listeners could not hear the speeches 
because of air-raid alarms. Tellingly, from Salzburg, a city almost untouched by 
the war, it was reported that listeners were disappointed by the lack of concrete 
examples in Hitler’s speech of new weapons or offensives which might turn 
the tide of war. From Klagenfurt, much closer to the front, similar complaints 
were linked to the criticism that the population there felt itself completely 
undefended against aerial attack.“ Even from Posen, that apparent bastion of 
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loyalism, it was reported that a minority had expected from Hitler ‘a sensational 
relevant announcement’, and ‘were disappointed by the general character of 
the speech’. As if to apologize for this lapse in devotion, Goebbels’ official in 
Posen added that it had actually been very difficult to follow the speech because 
of poor reception.** 

Goebbels teetered similarly between optimism and gloom. He recorded that 
he expected Hitler’s speech to create an ‘extraordinary effect among the German 
Volk, and however also in neutral and even in hostile foreign countries’. He also 
dictated this comment: ‘At the end of the year, one’s thoughts wander again to 
the past year. It was the most terrible in my whole life. What we have had to bear 
this year in cares and burdens now stands as a most horrible memory. I hope 
that destiny will spare us having to undergo another year like it.’* 

Any final illusions were shattered in mid-January, when after several months of 
calm, the Soviets attacked from their bridgeheads across the river Vistula, heading 
directly for the eastern frontiers of Germany. Goebbels had long anticipated the 
offensive, but amazingly, had thought that the German forces there could hold 
the line established in August 1944. In fact these forces, denied the reinforcements 
and new weapons which Hitler had built up for his cherished Ardennes offensive, 
were in no position to withstand the Soviets’ carefully prepared offensive. Starting 
on 12 January 1945, and building momentum, the Soviets brushed aside German 
defences in Poland, and took advantage of the icy ground and frozen rivers to 
advance with astonishing rapidity towards Berlin. Millions of terrified German 
civilians fled towards the west, using any means of transport available. Those 
left behind were subjected to appalling brutalities; many killed themselves rather 
than face the Red Army. 

Once again, Goebbels in Berlin was slow to realize the scale of the catastrophe. 
Not until 16 January did he accept that the Soviets had broken through completely; 
on 21 January he recorded that 2-3 million civilians were fleeing, having now 
realized that large areas of Prussian heartland were already lost. This advance 
into Germany brought about a change in the nature of the war from Goebbels’ 
perspective. The regular armed forces had again failed, and he turned now to his 
old comrades, the Gauleiter, hoping that they would lead the resistance and make 
arrangements for civilians in areas threatened by the Soviets. His old belief in 
‘will’ and ‘sacrifice’ came to the fore, and he agreed totally with Hitler’s notion 
that every German town should be defended as a ‘fortress’ until the last man and 
the last bullet. Typically, this has been written off by historians as totally illusory 
and pointless, but we should bear in mind that as the Soviets advanced, unlike 
previous offensives, they had to encircle many German towns where improvised 
groups of Wehrmacht and SS, anti-aircraft crews and Volkssturm units conducted 
a fierce defence, lasting in some cases for months. No large German city in the 
East surrendered without a fight in January or February 1945. Goebbels in these 
critical days was constantly on the telephone to the Gauleiter in the ‘fortresses’, 
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exhorting them to take whatever measures were necessary to keep fighting. He 
was contemptuous of Arthur Greiser, Gauleiter of the Wartheland, who with most 
of his staff abandoned Posen several days before the Soviets arrived, leaving a 
subordinate to conduct a bitter resistance for several weeks. In contrast, he had 
only the highest praise for his old colleague Karl Hanke, who prepared Breslau for 
a siege lasting months with rousing speeches, preceded by the public execution 
of the mayor for ‘defeatism’.°® 

On 22 January Goebbels met Hitler, now returned from his temporary 
headquarters in the West. Before they discussed the situation they watched the 
latest newsreels, which concentrated on the launch of V2s against Britain. Having 
recently read a report which alleged that most of London had been evacuated, and 
that ‘whole areas of the city were deserted’,*' Goebbels was no doubt cheered by 
this. He agreed with Hitler’s plan to transfer the best remaining forces available 
from the Ardennes, not to the collapsing fronts in Prussia and Silesia, but for a 
new offensive to secure the Hungarian oilfields. Goebbels also agreed with Hitler’s 
bizarre decision to appoint Himmler to command an imaginary ‘Army Group 
Vistula’ on the central front in the East, with the job of stemming the Soviet 
advance. Both had no doubt that an old Party fighter was better equipped for this 
than a regular army general. Goebbels even wanted Himmler to be given overall 
command of the armed forces.*? On 24 January they met again, and discussed the 
huge refugee columns that were struggling through the frozen landscape ahead 
of the Soviet advance. Goebbels’ summary of this conversation sounds callous: 
‘We are doing what we can, the rest is destiny.’** 

We know from many sources that Hitler was as indifferent to the fate of these 
wretched civilians as he was to those under aerial bombardment in the West. 
Goebbels was genuinely shocked by the spectacle of German suffering, and had 
in fact been working tirelessly to try to provide some help for the refugees. On 
27 January Goebbels spoke with Göring, who disagreed with Hitler’s idea of 
an offensive in Hungary, and pleaded with Goebbels to get Hitler to negotiate 
with the British, using Göring’s Swedish contacts. Although Goebbels thought 
that Göring was ‘almost defeatist’, he did pursue this idea with Hitler, but to 
no avail. Shortly after this conversation with Hitler, Goebbels was visited by 
Magda and the three older children. They had seen refugees from the East at 
nearby Wandlitz, and were understandably upset. That night, Goebbels recorded 
cryptically: ‘Until long past midnight I have further long conversations with 
Magda. One can imagine what worries we are all troubled with.’** We can only 
speculate about this conversation, but it would be reasonable to assume that 
they discussed what to do with their children if the war was lost. According to 
General Guderian, Goebbels had told him as early as July 1943 that he thought 
‘of the Russians reaching Berlin and us having to poison our wives and children 
so that they should not fall into the hands of that atrocious enemy’.* 


290 Joseph Goebbels 


These were desperate times. The military communiqués were unable to keep 
pace with the Soviet advance, and there were rumours that the Soviets were 
increasingly close to Berlin. Goebbels’ adjutant recorded that on 29 January 
Magda came to his room in an agitated state to ask whether, as her husband 
had said, the Soviets were only 100 kilometres from Berlin. When Oven said 
that this was indeed possible, she wept ‘without restraint’. According to him, 
Magda had not yet decided what to do with the children.” The people of Berlin 
were stunned to hear on 31 January that Soviet tanks had crossed the river Oder 
at Kienitz, and were only two hours’ drive from the city centre. No significant 
German forces stood between them and the capital. Berlin was undefended, 
with no fortifications; many of its anti-aircraft guns and Volkssturm units had 
already been sent to the front. Rumours spread that Soviet tanks had been seen 
in the outskirts of the city. 

Goebbels was undoubtedly as shocked, and scared, as others in Berlin were. 
He immediately set about coordinating some kind of defence, summoning 
various officers and colleagues, and giving them precise tasks. He requisitioned 
a consignment of 25,000 Panzerfäuste from Leipzig, and discovered that there 
were about 150 tanks and armoured vehicles - in various states - in different 
places in Berlin. He dragged Speer, who was ill with flu, out of bed and told him 
to get whatever arms were in factories and awaiting transport in Berlin to the 
units hastily being assembled. Stocks of petrol and food were gathered. The first 
anti-tank barriers were thrown up in the city streets. The extent of Goebbels’ 
fear can be judged from his decision that afternoon to send his ministerial car 
to fetch Magda, the children, and other family members from Lanke and bring 
them in to the half-wrecked house on Hermann-Göring-Strasse. Goebbels was 
utterly determined to conduct a heroic resistance in the capital, and indeed no 
other course of action would have been at all consistent with everything he had 
said since the start of his political career. How could he praise SA men killed in 
street fighting, or exhort his Gauleiter and Party workers to fight to the death 
in Königsberg, Danzig, and Breslau, if he was not prepared to stand and fight 
in the Reich capital itself? That evening Goebbels spoke with Hitler in the Reich 
Chancellery. Again he pressed him to seek a negotiated settlement. He told Hitler 
that he would not leave Berlin while a single house was left to defend, that Magda 
would also stay, and had refused to send the children away. The implication was 
clear. They would all die there if necessary. Hitler said that he thought Magda 
was wrong, but added that Eva Braun had made a similar decision.” 

The Soviets did not advance into Berlin, and again paused to consolidate their 
position. After the panic of 31 January, Berlin was granted an uneasy interlude of 
some ten weeks in which a semblance of normal life was reasserted. Before any 
complacency could develop, there was a huge aerial attack by American bombers 
on 3 February which caused extensive damage and left fires burning for days. 
Water, gas, and electricity could not be restored to large parts of the city, and 
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government business was conducted in buildings with no glass in the windows. 
Speaking with Hitler on 5 February, Goebbels agreed that they would never 
capitulate. He dictated: ‘I no longer have, inwardly, any personal connections 
with what is called private life.’ According to Oven, Goebbels again told Magda 
to take the children to the West, saying ‘You will be safe there. The British will 
do nothing to you’, but she refused. Goebbels told Oven that Magda had poison 
for the children, but would not use it until the last moment. Separately he told 
him that the Nazis would be branded for all time as monsters and criminals, and 
that he was not prepared to have himself, his wife, or any of his children live 
to see ‘our debacle’. On 11 February Goebbels recorded privately his concern 
for his family and children: ‘One can imagine what huge psychological burdens 
are bound up with them for Magda and myself.’ Nonetheless, on 4 March he 
again told Hitler that Magda and the children would stay with him in Berlin ‘in 
all circumstances’.°° 

Between January and April 1945 Goebbels continued his outward life much as 
he had for the last few years. He still recorded the Armed Forces communiqué in 
his diary, although this was frequently outdated by rapid advances on one front 
or another. He detailed the growing breakdown of the German armed forces, the 
collapse of civilian morale, and most hurtfully for him, the disintegration of the 
Party. He too was losing hope. When he heard that Himmler had declared in a 
flyer that God would not desert ‘his brave German people’, he commented: ‘At 
any rate, in my view, this Lord God is indeed a little hard-hearted.’ When he 
heard that the Allied leaders at Yalta had pledged themselves to the abolition of 
the German General Staff, he grimly noted that if this were their only demand, 
he would happily agree with them.°! Goebbels was in fact slightly misinformed: 
Himmler’s leaflet assured the German people that ‘the Lord God’ would give them 
victory.” Goebbels clung with diminishing hope to the possibility of a schism 
amongst the Allies, and railed about the dire fate awaiting a Europe divided 
between ‘Bolsheviks’ and ‘plutocrats’. Although he still proclaimed in public his 
unshakeable faith in Hitler, and in victory, he had realized that Hitler would not 
dismiss Göring or Ribbentrop, and that his view of the military situation was 
over-optimistic. He recorded scornfully that Rosenberg still refused to disband his 
Ministry for the Occupied East, wanting to style this now as a ‘Ministry for the 
East’. Rosenberg might as well, he thought, set up a ‘Ministry for the West’, or 
‘for the South’. Perhaps most galling for Goebbels, as the Reich was pulverized 
from the air, and occupied from East and West, was Hitler’s refusal to speak to 
the public. Goebbels still believed in the power of oratory which - he thought 
— had won the day for him and Hitler before 1933, and, he argued, for Churchill 
in 1940 and Stalin in 1941. 

Hitler had in fact made his last broadcast speech on 30 January, the anniversary 
of his accession to power, and was not moved by Goebbels’ entreaties. Goebbels 
himself broadcast to what was left of the nation on the evening of 28 February. 
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He still spoke with all the passion he had earlier deployed, but the poverty of 
his argument was shown by his statement that political leaders had ‘to look not 
just at facts, but at possibilities and chances’. Again he railed at ‘international 
Jewry’, and he undoubtedly struck a chord with some listeners when he spoke 
furiously about the ‘enemy air terror’ and ‘indescribable Bolshevik atrocities’. 
Goebbels declared that ‘We will more happily die than capitulate’, and chillingly 
he stated his contempt for the idea of living under a ‘cowardly subjection’. He 
stated that he would not value his own life, or that of his own children in such 
a circumstance. He would ‘willingly and with joy throw away such a life’. His 
willingness to die had less resonance with most of his listeners; by this time it 
was becoming clear all over Germany that many people were keener to surrender 
than to die. Goebbels’ adjutant was shocked by what he called a ‘speech of the 
grave’. He was not the only one. Victor Klemperer, who had miraculously 
survived the terrible British attack on Dresden on 13/14 February, heard parts 
of the speech, and wrote: 


Goebbels spoke differently from usual. He largely dispensed with rhetorical 
tone and structure and instead let the individual words fall very slowly with a 
strong, even emphasis, like hammer blows, with a pause between every blow. 
And the content was utter despair.°* 


In the West the Americans and the British were being greeted with white flags, and 
the last opinion reports reaching Goebbels made it plain that people no longer 
had any belief in the possibility of victory. Hitler, although unwilling to speak, 
had issued a proclamation on 24 February in which he prophesied victory, but 
the last surviving opinion report to the Propaganda Ministry suggested that this 
had been met with complete scepticism. It quoted as representative comments 
such as ‘the Fiihrer has already eternally prophesied victory’, and ‘always the 
same old record again’.°° 

On 8 March 1945 Goebbels had a last taste of the ‘good old days’ whose 
memories had sustained him since 1933. He drove out of Berlin to visit the front 
line in Silesia, where troops commanded by General Schörner had recaptured 
the town of Lauban. It was a clear frosty day, and gunfire from the front could 
be heard. In the marketplace in Lauban, surrounded by burnt out Soviet tanks, 
Schörner and Goebbels gave speeches. Goebbels admired Schörner enormously, 
not least because of his draconian policy of hanging deserters and leaving their 
bodies on display. Goebbels travelled on to Görlitz, where he spoke in the 
‘overflowing town hall to soldiers and Volkssturm men’, before sitting down to 
a meal with some of them. ‘Once again’, he dictated afterwards, ‘I observe that 
firm faith in victory and in the Fiihrer is prevalent among these men ... These 
are fine moments which have a directly healing effect.’ A film crew accompanied 
Goebbels and scenes from the visit were shown in one of his last newsreels. 
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Goebbels was shown in Lauban talking with a 16-year-old Hitler Youth who had 
been awarded the Iron Cross. In the film of him addressing the crowd in Görlitz, 
the camera lingered on the face of a nun wearing a habit, as Goebbels spoke of the 
‘slaughtered children and dishonoured women’ left behind by the Soviets.‘ 

In these last weeks, the remains of Goebbels’ propaganda apparatus were still at 
work, but there is an air of unreality about some of the last surviving documents 
from the half-ruined Propaganda Ministry. This organization, which had amazed 
the world with it stage management of huge party rallies and theatrical state 
funerals, was reduced now to pitiful improvisations. In mid-March 1945 it was 
considering the idea that ‘the best and cheapest way to provide the enemy 
with our propaganda material’ was simply to leave this ‘material’ in areas about 
to be abandoned, in the East and the West.°® Advice was still despatched to 
regional propaganda offices. The office in Linz sent in examples of two flyers 
it had prepared for the Wehrmacht, and was requested at the end of March to 
make them - and future ‘propaganda materials’ - more concise, and to print the 
text in larger type.° The Reich Chamber of Culture was still operating from its 
Berlin head office in Schlüterstrasse, and attempting to regulate what was left 
of German cultural life. The conductor Eugen Jochum - one of the ‘divinely 
favoured’ artists spared from military service - had been demanding that he be 
paid 2,000 marks per engagement, the same as other star conductors like Clemens 
Krauss, Hans Knappertsbusch, and Karl Böhm. This request was not made for 
personal reasons, he explained, but in order that his orchestra, the Hamburg 
Philharmonic, should be seen to be on the same level as those in Munich and 
Vienna. By April 1945, the sum being discussed for Jochum had almost doubled. 
The Chamber of Culture wrote finally to Jochum to confirm that he would be 
paid 4,000 marks per engagement on 17 April 1945, by which time Vienna was 
in the hands of the Red Army. British and American units were fast approaching 
Hamburg and Munich, where ironically, both would attempt to get Jochum to 
conduct for them.” 

Goebbels did still engage with details of policy. In a last effort to coordinate 
manpower, he issued an order to all civilian refugees and soldiers separated from 
their units to register with the police or the army in the areas they had fled to. This 
applied particularly to all males aged between 15 and 60.” After the devastating 
aerial attack on Dresden in February Goebbels demanded that Germany should 
renounce the Geneva Convention, and execute equal numbers of British and 
American POWS in retaliation for the attack.” Goebbels had other reasons for this 
suggestion than vengeance. He wanted to provoke the Americans and the British 
into behaving more badly as they occupied Germany, so that the population 
would fear and resist them, as they did the Soviets. But Hitler rejected this, as he 
did so many of Goebbels’ proposals in the last months of the war. There was a 
distinct shift in Goebbels’ attitude to Hitler in March and April 1945, as he came 
to realize that Hitler would never make fundamental changes, notably in the 
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leadership, and that as a result there was no hope for a negotiated settlement, or 
for any change in the military situation. Everyone Goebbels spoke with confirmed 
his utter contempt for Göring and Ribbentrop, and begged him to intervene with 
Hitler to dismiss them. On 11 March Hitler and Goebbels even turned on their 
old comrade Himmler, who according to Hitler had ‘in direct disobedience’ not 
carried out his orders to concentrate his Army Group Vistula against the Soviets 
in Pomerania. Goebbels, who only weeks previously had been thinking that 
Himmler should be given overall command of the armed forces, now added 
that he did not think it had been wise to entrust him with the command of an 
army group. On 15 March Hitler told Goebbels that he had given Himmler ‘an 
extraordinarily energetic reprimand’, and compared his failures to those of the 
officers who had let the Americans capture intact one of the Rhine bridges at 
Remagen. Four of these men had already been tried and shot.” 

Goebbels may have felt a sense of Schadenfreude at the fall from grace of so 
many of his former comrades, and, in contrast, his continued favour with Hitler, 
but inwardly he was in despair. He spoke with Hitler almost every evening now, 
and he constantly badgered him to get rid of Göring and Ribbentrop. After one 
of these conversations on 21 March which, like many at this time, was held in 
an air-raid shelter while British Mosquitos dropped bombs overhead, Goebbels 
returned to his house: 


When I arrive home, the whole house is in darkness. A lighting cable has again 
been broken. A gloomy and somewhat melancholy evening. Magda has gone 
to Dresden to visit Frau von Arendt. One can get quite depressed in hours like 
these, above all when I put this question to myself: what should I do, to get 
that which I know to be right to be actually carried through? I feel in myself a 
great moral and national responsibility to the German Volk, in that Iam one 
of few who even now have the ear of the Fiihrer. A possibility like this must 
be used in all ways. But I really can not do more than I am doing. 

I have again today put really open opinions to the Führer, in a way that I 
otherwise have seldom in my life spoken to him. But, as I have said, a success 
is not to be seen at the moment.” 


The next day Goebbels dictated: 


From the letters to me also a deep apathy and resignation is expressed. Here 
too everywhere the word is quite openly about the crisis of leadership. Göring, 
Ley, and Ribbentrop enjoy the outspoken disapproval of all letter writers. Sadly, 
the Fiihrer is also increasingly named in critical comments ... I believe also, 
that my own work today is no longer absolutely effective. It appears to me 
disastrous that now the criticism does not stop at the person of the Fiihrer, or 
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the national socialist idea and the national socialist movement. Many Party 
comrades are also beginning to waver.” 


Even as Goebbels dictated his diary entry, British, Canadian, and American forces 
were fanning out of their bridgeheads on the East bank of the Rhine, to the north 
and south of the Ruhr valley, and towards Berlin. Reading through letters from 
the public which reached him in the next few days, Goebbels noted that many 
correspondents now posed the question of ‘how they might in the best and most 
honourable way leave this awful life’.’° 

The Reich was collapsing: in the West, the Ruhr was encircled; in the East, the 
defenders of Königsberg surrendered on 10 April. On the previous day, Magda 
sent a letter to the defenders of besieged Breslau, still holding out under the 
leadership of her former lover, Karl Hanke. Her words suggest that she knew the 
end was near. She praised the latest ‘wonderful broadcast’ from the city, which 
she described as ‘the last gift to me from Breslau’.”” Goebbels was particularly 
dismayed by what he perceived as the cowardly failure to defend Vienna, which 
was taken by the Soviets after a struggle of only a few days. After years of restraint, 
he was able to reveal his true feelings about the Viennese in one of the last 
surviving entries in his diary: ‘They are a disgusting rabble, made up of a mixture 
of Poles, Czechs, Jews, and Germans.’’® Goebbels had taken great care to have 
all his diaries, handwritten and dictated, microfilmed onto glass plates, but no 
entries after 10 April have survived. The glass plates were carefully packed in 
aluminium cases and buried near Potsdam. The original handwritten notebooks 
and the typewritten entries since 1941 were similarly packed and taken to the 
Reich Chancellery.” On 16 April, the final Soviet assault on Berlin began, and 
within a few days, the last defences in front of the city were prised open. Goebbels 
had dreamed of a heroic resistance, conducted from one of the huge flak towers 
in the city centre, fondly imagining that the city could hold out for weeks or even 
months, but in the event, there were hardly any tanks, guns, or soldiers left. 

On the evening of 18 April, Goebbels, with the help of his adjutant Oven, 
spent several hours burning his personal papers and photographs. Apparently 
he paused before a photograph of Lida Baarova was consigned to the flames, 
and said, ‘Look at that. That is a perfectly beautiful woman.’ The next evening, 
Goebbels delivered his last broadcast speech, on the eve of Hitler’s 56th birthday. 
He conceded that this was ‘perhaps the last time’ on which he would carry out 
this traditional function, and devoted most of the speech to praising Hitler and 
his achievements, contrasting these with the terrible fate now descending upon 
Europe: ‘The most brilliant culture that the earth has ever seen is sinking in ruins 
and leaving behind only a memory of the greatness of an age which these satanic 
powers are destroying.’ In a flight of fantasy, Goebbels declared that ‘Order, peace, 
and prosperity’ had always been Hitler’s goals. He continued: 
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If the enemy powers have their way, mankind will sink in a sea of blood and 
tears ... If we carry through our purpose, then the work of social reconstruc- 
tion begun in Germany in 1933 and so suddenly interrupted in 1939 will be 
taken up again and resumed with greater strength. Other peoples will join in 
this - not compelled by us, but from their own free will - because there is no 
other way out of the world crisis. 


Goebbels finished on a defiant note: 


Our misfortune has aged us, but not made us characterless. Germany is still 
and for ever the land of loyalty. In danger it will celebrate its greatest triumph. 
Never will history be able to say of this time that a people deserted its leader, or 
a leader his people. That is victory. That which we have so often in happiness 
asked of the Fiihrer on this evening, is today in sorrow and in danger for all 
of us a much deeper and more inward request of him. He shall remain for us, 
what he is and always was for us, our Hitler.*! 


On 20 April, as Soviet spearheads advanced closer towards Berlin, Hitler’s birthday 
was celebrated at the Reich Chancellery. His senior aides, including Goebbels, 
assembled for the last time to offer their greetings, and photographs were taken 
of him reviewing SS men and Hitler Youths in the open air. Several people around 
Hitler urged him to take the last chance to leave Berlin, but he declared his 
intention to stay there. For all the rhetoric of loyalty in Goebbels’ final broadcast, 
this was the moment at which several of Hitler’s closest aides, including Göring, 
Himmler, Speer, Dönitz, and Ribbentrop, chose to leave Berlin and to try to save 
their own skins. 

The next day at 11.00 a.m., Goebbels held his last ministerial conference in the 
film room of the Propaganda Ministry, and shortly afterwards, the first Russian 
shells started to fall in the government quarter. That evening, Oven records that 
he had a long conversation with Magda Goebbels, who was ‘calm and decided. 
Her decision to kill the children stands. She did not cry any more.’ If Magda was 
calm, Hitler was not. On 22 April, as the shelling above intensified, he discovered 
that his plans for a counter-attack on the Russians had not materialized, and 
finally the façade of self-assurance cracked. Trevor-Roper described the scene: 


Hitler flew into a rage. He shrieked that he had been deserted; he railed at 
the Army; he denounced all traitors; he spoke of universal treason, failure, 
corruption, and lies; and then, exhausted, he declared that the end had come. 
At last, and for the first time, he despaired of his mission. All was over; the 
Third Reich was a failure, and its author had nothing left to do but to die.°? 
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Ironically, as Hitler despaired, Goebbels’ final written exhortation to the German 
public was reaching some of his ordinary citizens. The last issue of Das Reich was 
published on Sunday 22 April, carrying, as it has since its inception in 1940, a 
leading article by ‘Reich Minister Dr Goebbels’ on its front page. Next to a picture 
of Hitler receiving birthday greetings from Himmler and Keitel, Goebbels’ leader 
was entitled ‘Resistance at any price’. He declared: 


The war has entered a stage in which only the full deployment of the nation 
and of every individual can bring deliverance. The defence of the freedom of 
our Volk is no longer just a matter for the armed forces at the front, it must 
also be taken on with an unparalleled fanaticism by every man and woman 
and boy and girl in the civilian population. 


Reverting to the revolutionary language of his earlier years, Goebbels continued: 


Our whole leadership of war must be revolutionized. The rules of war of 
earlier centuries are obsolete and have become completely useless for our 
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purposes. Our age is that of the people’s war. And as the continued existence 
of whole peoples is threatened, so whole peoples must rise up in defence 
of their threatened further existence ... Not much more in this war is to be 
achieved with chivalry alone. 


He concluded, appropriately, by turning again to the theme of sacrifice which 
had run through his political speaking and writing since 1923: 


In 1918 we gave up the victory at the last minute through our own weaknesses. 
That will not happen in 1945. We all have to take care of that. This is the 
precondition of our final success. That may sound fantastic today, but it is so! 
The hour of ultimate victory awaits us. It will be bought with tears and blood, 
but it will also justify all the sacrifices we have made.°* 


This talk of ‘people’s war’, and fighting was now completely redundant, but the 
rhetoric of sacrifice was not. According to the account later put together by Soviet 
intelligence, after the dramatic conference on 22 April, Goebbels was summoned 
by telephone to the bunker under the Reich Chancellery. Hitler spoke privately 
with him for some minutes in his study, and when Goebbels emerged he was 
‘pounced upon by Bormann, Keitel, Dönitz, and Jodl’. Goebbels ‘informed them 
that Hitler believed the position to be hopeless, and had concluded that the 
war was lost ... Goebbels added that he was horrified because on the telephone 
Hitler had requested him in a quavering voice to come over to him in the 
bunker immediately with his wife and children, because everything had come 
to an end.’® 

After a further telephone conversation with Hitler at 6.00 p.m. on that Sunday, 
Goebbels decided to move, with Magda and the children, into the bunker under 
the Reich Chancellery. Two cars were called, and carried the minister and his 
family, with a few possessions, the short distance from the Propaganda Ministry 
to their final home underground. This was not merely a symbolic entombment; 
Goebbels and Magda knew that they would not emerge alive, and did not intend 
that their children would either. Although Goebbels did not have time to give 
his faithful adjutant a final farewell, Magda shook Oven’s hand, and said: ‘We 
are going to the Reich Chancellery. We must all poison ourselves.’* 

The ‘last days’ in Hitler’s bunker have been recounted by survivors, by 
historians, and by film-makers. They were exhaustively researched by Allied 
intelligence services. From eye-witness accounts, and from surviving documents 
produced in the bunker, we can reconstruct something of the final days of 
Goebbels’ life. He evidently took part in the discussions and conferences which 
were still held, and played a central part in all details of the final drama. Speer 
records that he was ‘exaltedly heroic’, and this impression is confirmed by 
the surviving documents produced in the bunker. Goebbels was undoubtedly 
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dismayed, if not surprised by the news that first Göring, and then Himmler, 
betrayed Hitler by attempting to usurp his authority and start negotiations with 
the Allies. Magda, for all her apparent earlier calmness, was — according to Speer 
-in a state of ‘total collapse’,” and spent much of the last few days lying in 
her room. The test pilot Hanna Reitsch, who arrived in the bunker on 26 April, 
later provided a contradictory account, stating that during her three days in the 
bunker, on every occasion she met her, she found Magda Goebbels ‘composed 
in an exemplary manner’. The Goebbels’ children were apparently happy and 
brought a much-needed sense of humanity into their grim new surroundings. 
Hitler’s secretary Traudl Junge wrote: 


The five little girls and the boy were happy and cheerful. They were pleased 
to be staying with ‘Uncle Hitler’, and soon filled the bunker with their games. 
They were charming, well brought-up, natural-mannered children. They knew 
nothing of the fate awaiting them, and the adults did all they could to keep 
them unaware of it. I took them over to the storeroom where Hitler’s birthday 
presents were kept. There were children’s toys and clothes among them, and 
the children chose what they liked.” 


Traudl Junge agrees with Speer that Magda was in a terrible state, but suggests that 
Goebbels himself was struggling to maintain his bearing. She also contradicted 
her earlier statement by suggesting that not all the children were so guileless: 


In the evening she [Hanna Reitsch] put the children to bed. Their mother 
hardly had the strength to face her children with composure now. Every 
meeting with them made her feel so terrible that she burst into tears afterwards. 
She and her husband were nothing but shadows, already doomed to die. 

When I passed the door of the children’s room I heard their six clear childish 
voices singing. I went in. They were sitting in three bunk beds, with their hands 
over their ears so as not to spoil the three-part round they were singing. Then 
they wished each other good night cheerfully, and finally fell asleep. Only, 
the oldest, Helga, sometimes had a sad, knowing expression in her big brown 
eyes. She was the quietest, and sometimes I think, with horror, that in her 
heart that child saw through the pretence of the grown ups. 

I left the children’s room wondering how anyone could allow these innocent 
creatures to die for him. Frau Goebbels talked to me about it. There were no 
differences of class or rank any more, we were all bound together by fate. Frau 
Goebbels was in greater torment than any of us. She was facing six deaths, 
while the rest of us only had to face one. ‘I would rather have my children 
die than live in disgrace, jeered at. Our children have no place in Germany 
as it will be after the war.’*° 
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According to Anja Klabunde, Helga ‘was aware that they had all been consigned 
to death, and she repeatedly begged to be allowed to leave the bunker, saying 
she didn’t want to die’.” Hanna Reitsch confirmed that she taught the children 
part-songs and told them stories, but did not refer to Helga’s fears.?? 

Goebbels himself continued his heroic exhortations from the bunker, issuing 
‘declarations’ for what was left of the German press on 22 and 23 April. In the 
first he confirmed that ‘I and my colleagues are obviously staying in Berlin; my 
wife and children are also here, and stay here.’ In the second he restated an oft- 
used propaganda theme, arguing that more than Hitler’s and his own life were at 
stake: ‘We are facing a decision of the greatest importance, not only for us, but 
for all of Europe.’ In fact, Goebbels and Hitler had lost forever their power to 
influence the rest of the world, although they clung to its outward appearance, 
conducting meetings, making decisions, and dictating documents. On 28 April, 
Goebbels wrote a letter to Magda’s son Harald, with a determinedly heroic ring, 
suggesting that he may have intended it also for a wider audience. ‘My dear 
Harald’, he wrote: 


We are now confined to the Fiihrer’s bunker in the Reich Chancellery and are 
fighting for our lives and our honour. God alone knows what the outcome of 
this battle will be. I know, however, that we shall only come out of it, dead 
or alive, with honour and glory. I hardly think that we shall see one another 
again. Probably therefore, these are the last lines you will ever receive from 
me. I expect from you that, should you survive this war, you will do nothing 
but honour your mother and me. It is not essential that we remain alive in 
order to continue to influence our people. You may well be the only one 
able to continue our family tradition ... You may be proud of having such 
a mother as yours. Yesterday the Führer gave her the Golden Party Badge 
which he has worn on his tunic for years and she deserved it ... Farewell my 
dear Harald. Whether we shall ever see each other again is in the lap of the 
gods. If we do not, may you always be proud of having belonged to a family 
which, even in misfortune, remained loyal to the very end to the Fiihrer and 
his pure sacred cause.* 


On 29 April, Hitler asked Goebbels to find an official who could conduct his 
marriage to Eva Braun. Goebbels called upon Walter Wagner, a Berlin official, who 
turned up in his Volkssturm uniform, and held a brief ceremony in the bunker’s 
conference room. Goebbels was the first witness on the marriage certificate.” 
Afterwards there was a little party, at which apparently the Goebbels’ wedding 
back in 1931 was fondly remembered. The end was drawing near though, and 
Hitler withdrew from the party to dictate his political and private testaments 
to Traudl Junge. In his ‘Political Testament’ he named Goebbels as the Reich 
Chancellor after his own death, and perhaps surprisingly named Dönitz as 
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‘Reich President’. Goebbels was the first of four witnesses to sign the document. 
The ‘Private Testament’ was a shorter document in which Hitler declared his 
wish that his and Eva Braun’s bodies should be burned immediately after his 
death. He named Martin Bormann as the executor of his Testament, strangely 
describing him as ‘his most loyal Party comrade’.? Goebbels, who also witnessed 
this document, must have read this, and we can only speculate on what his 
reaction to this ingratitude was. 

Hitler then apparently ordered Goebbels to leave Berlin, and to join Dönitz 
in northern Germany. Traudl Junge recorded: 


Suddenly Goebbels bursts in. I look at his agitated face, which is as white as 
chalk. Tears are running down his cheeks ... His usually clear voice is stifled 
by tears and shaking. ‘The Führer wants me to leave Berlin, Frau Junge. I am 
to take up a leading post in the new government. But I can’t leave Berlin, I 
cannot leave the Führer’s side! Iam Gauleiter of Berlin, and my place is here. 
If the Führer is dead my life is pointless.’”” 


Goebbels then dictated a short ‘Appendix’ to Hitler’s Private Testament, in which 
he explained further why he could not accept Hitler’s order: 


For the first time in my life, I must categorically refuse to obey an order of 
the Fiihrer. My wife and children stand by this refusal. First, we would never 
find it in our hearts, from human considerations, and from considerations 
of personal loyalty, to leave the Fiihrer alone in his hour of greatest need; 
second, I would for the rest of my life be known as a dishonourable apostate 
and a common blackguard who had lost all self-esteem and also the respect 
of his Volk. I believe that thereby I perform a better service to the future of the 
German Volk, for which in the coming difficult times examples will be more 
important than men. For these reasons, I express with my wife our unalterable 
decision not to leave the Reich capital and rather to end a life which no longer 
has any value for me, at the side of the Führer, if I cannot spend it in service 
to the Führer and by his side.’® 


Three copies of Hitler’s Testaments, one with Goebbels’ Appendix attached, were 
then despatched from the bunker. The next day, 30 April, in mid-afternoon, Hitler 
and Eva Braun took their leave from all those left in the bunker. Accounts of 
Hitler’s final moments differ. According to Otto Günsche, one of Hitler’s aides, 
who was outside their room, Magda Goebbels came rushing down the corridor, 
and burst into Hitler’s room. She was curtly ordered out, and fled, sobbing. A 
shot was heard from their room, and Goebbels and Artur Axmann (the leader 
of the Hitler Youth) entered the room to find both Hitler and Eva Braun lying 
dead. They stayed there for some minutes in silence before the bodies were 
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carried upstairs to the Chancellery garden by two adjutants. According to the 
Soviet report based on earlier post-war interrogations of Günsche and Linge, 
Hitler took his leave from Magda Goebbels in her room, after finally rejecting 
an appeal from Goebbels to leave Berlin. Linge and Bormann were the first to 
enter Hitler’s room to find him, and Eva Braun, dead there.” All are agreed that 
the bodies of Hitler and his wife were put in a shell crater, and doused in petrol 
before being set alight. Goebbels, together with Bormann and others of Hitler’s 
personal staff, gave a final salute from the shelter of an entrance to the bunker 
while the bodies burned. The Soviet report alleges that the watchers were forced to 
close the door to the bunker and retreat inside by the force of the flames as soon 
as the petrol ignited.” It was a squalid and ignoble end to a life of violence. We 
can only wonder what Goebbels thought of this wretched, improvised cremation, 
which was in such marked contrast to the grandiose funeral ceremonies he had 
supervised since the 1920s. 

There followed a confused period of 24 hours or so, in which Goebbels and 
Magda desperately tried to decide what to do. It would have been strange if 
they had not wavered in their decision to kill themselves and the children. 
According to Heinz Linge, Goebbels spoke to him the morning after Hitler’s 
suicide, and said: 


I have had a horrible night. I have also decided to bring my life to an end; 
but it is a very difficult moment. I have been arguing with myself for ages, 
but I lack the courage.!”! 


Others in the bunker, including Bormann, were determined to try to escape. In 
the afternoon of 1 May Goebbels despatched a telegram to Dönitz, announcing 
Hitler’s death, and informing him of his new position. Goebbels had also decided 
to do what he had urged upon Hitler for months, to negotiate with the Soviets. 
During the night of 30 April/1 May, Goebbels managed to send General Krebs, 
who had been Hitler’s last Chief of the General Staff, to the headquarters of 
General Chuikov, commander of the Soviet 8th Guards Army, with instructions 
to negotiate a surrender in Berlin, and a safe conduct out of the bunker for all 
those still there. Chuikov left a detailed account of his negotiations with Krebs 
— a Russian-speaker - in his later memoir, and from this we can try to deduce 
Goebbels’ intentions. Krebs arrived at Chuikov’s command post at 3.50 a.m. on 
1 May, and stayed for some twelve hours. He carried with him several documents, 
including a message from Goebbels: 


In accordance with the testament of the departed Führer, we empower General 
Krebs as follows: 

We inform the leader of the Soviet people that today, at 15 hours 30 minutes, 
the Fiihrer voluntarily quitted this life. On the basis of his legal right, the 
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Führer in the testament he left behind him transmitted all power to Doenitz, 
to myself and Bormann. I am empowered by Bormann to establish contact 
with the leader of the Soviet people. This contact is essential for peace talks 
between the powers which have born the heaviest losses. Goebbels. 


One wonders why Goebbels felt he had to say that he was ‘empowered by 
Bormann’, as in the subsequent negotiations, Krebs repeatedly made it clear that 
Goebbels was now ‘in Hitler’s place’. Goebbels - through Krebs - asked the Soviets 
to allow the new German government to meet, in order to come to a favourable 
peace agreement between the two countries, but this was simply asking too much. 
The Soviets had no need to grant any favours to any government in what was 
left of Germany, and Chuikov - on the instructions of his superiors - demanded 
nothing less than unconditional surrender. Krebs finally left Chuikov’s post to 
return to the bunker to confer with Goebbels at around midday on 1 May.’ 
Was Goebbels still hoping that he might have a future as the leader of a German 
government negotiating with the Soviets, or was he determined to kill himself 
and his family, even if the Soviets agreed to negotiate? We will never know. 

He knew after Krebs’ return that there would be no negotiations. If he, or 
Magda, had wavered in their determination to kill themselves, they now decided 
that the time had come. The last moments of their lives have been described by 
Rochus Misch, a telephone operator in the bunker: 


It was only just after 5 p.m. when Frau Goebbels walked past me followed by 
the children. They were all wearing white nightgowns. She took them next 
door; an orderly arrived carrying a tray with six cups and a jug of chocolate. 
Later somebody said it was laced with sleeping pills. I saw her hug some, stroke 
others as they drank it. I don’t think they knew about their Uncle Adolf’s death; 
they laughed and chatted as always. A little later they passed me on their way 
upstairs. Heidi turned around. I waved to her, she waved back with one hand, 
and then, suddenly, letting go of her mother’s hand, she turned all the way 
around and, bursting into that happy clear laugh of hers, she scraped one 
forefinger along another and chanted the little rhyme she always sang when 
she saw me: ‘Misch, Misch, you are a fish.’ Her mother put her arm around 
her and pulled her gently up the steps, but she went on chanting it. 


Magda Goebbels then took Dr Stumpfegger to the children’s room, and reappeared 
‘about an hour later’: 


She was crying. She sat down at the long table in the conference room and 
played solitaire. Goebbels came and went, but I didn’t see them talk.'° 
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The children were evidently killed with cyanide capsules after first being dosed with 
morphine. It appears that Helga may have struggled. Shortly after this, Goebbels 
and Magda went up to the Chancellery garden. They bit on cyanide capsules, and 
Goebbels may also have shot himself. Their adjutant, Schwägermann, made an 
effort to burn the bodies, but there was insufficient petrol available, and possibly 
it was too dangerous out in the open air to do this properly. The next day, Soviet 
troops entered the now deserted bunker, where they found the bodies of anumber 
of officers (including Krebs), and of six children. The partially burned bodies of 
Goebbels and his wife were in the same room, on the floor. Major Boris Polevoi 
was one of the first to enter the room. ‘Both bodies had been burned’, he said, 
‘and only Josef Goebbels’ face was recognizable.’ 


Epilogue 


When I told a few people today about Hitler’s death, they all said to me 
something like: ‘Indeed? Finally! Sadly too late.’ Then they went about their 
daily business ... To the people here it is all the same whether Hitler, the once 
so divinely worshipped Führer, is still alive or whether he is already dead. He 
has played out his role. 

Ursula von Kardorff, in her diary, 2 May 1945.' 


Goebbels has not had a good press. His hope in the last days of the ‘Third Reich’, 
to set an example which would impress future generations, has not thus far been 
fulfilled. Only a few far-right fanatics have been anything other than horrified by 
the killing of his six children in the bunker, an action for which he must share 
responsibility with Magda. He has no grave or memorial stone. In the silent 
forests around what is now Ketrzyn in northern Poland, dense layers of moss and 
lichen thrive on the ruined bunkers where Hitler and Goebbels agreed to murder 
the Jews of Europe. The Nazi Party which had provided a surrogate religion for 
Goebbels was ‘completely and finally abolished’ by the Allied Control Council in 
September 1945;? the government he had worked for with such energy, including 
his Propaganda Ministry, had already been disbanded in the ruins of a divided 
Berlin. Today parts of the building survive, but its underground bunker is covered 
by some of the 2,711 concrete stellae which form a huge public memorial to the 
murdered Jews of Europe. The Reich Chamber of Culture - Goebbels’ ‘dream’ 
— was one of over 60 Nazi organizations also abolished by the Allied Control 
Council in 1945; its headquarters building in Berlin is now a hotel. The central 
control of the arts and media in Germany which Goebbels had supervised has 
been replaced by deliberately regionalized and pluralistic structures, and there 
is still no Ministry of Culture or any equivalent in the Federal German Republic. 
Goebbels certainly did more than any other individual to make ‘propaganda’ 
a dirty word, forever associated with control, manipulation, and deceit. He is 
irrevocably associated with the mass hysteria of the ‘Third Reich’ and its most 
horrible acts. For all the noisy activities of neo-Nazis in Germany itself and in 
other parts of the world today, the völkisch National Socialism which Goebbels 
propagated with such extraordinary energy has never been resurrected as a serious 
political ideology. The terraced house in which Goebbels spent most of the first 
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25 years of his life in Rheydt still stands, but is completely anonymous. One 
wonders how many of the ethnically diverse people who now walk and drive 
past it know anything of its historical significance. 

During his lifetime, Goebbels was not a man to whom others were indifferent. 
Amongst fellow Nazis, he aroused adulation and affection. Particularly during the 
intense bombing of Germany in the last three years of the war, he was genuinely 
popular with large swathes of the public. Others loathed and detested him, not 
only his political opponents, or those who suffered in one way or another from 
his actions. Throughout his working life, Goebbels was the target for sustained 
vilification, often from those who knew him at close quarters, and several of the 
central themes developed by observers between 1925 and 1945 have been taken 
up - more or less critically - by historians since then. 

One of the earliest surviving assessments of Goebbels set the tone. At the 
meeting in September 1925, where the Working Community of the north and 
west German Gaue of the Nazi Party was established by Gregor Strasser and 
Goebbels, was an activist from the Göttingen branch of the Party, Hermann 
Fobke. He sent a report on proceedings to the Party Headquarters in Munich, in 
which he described Strasser’s young assistant from Elberfeld as 


sharply intellectual, demanding in-depth character study, in that he does not, 
on first appearance, seem unconditionally trustworthy.* 


As we have seen, from the time of his first involvement with the Nazi Party in 
the Rhineland-Ruhr, Goebbels made enemies, even of colleagues with whom he 
was to have a long association. Max Amann, the Party publisher who secured 
lucrative deals with Goebbels for his various writings between 1925 and 1945, 
was quoted in a British anti-Nazi publication of 1934, describing Goebbels as 


the Mephistopheles of the Party, a disagreeable man with the dark look of a 
Bolshevik, one whom the Lord God has marked with a cloven hoof.* 


Otto Strasser was one who had good reason to detest Goebbels, or ‘the little 
cripple’, as he called him. Only by fleeing Germany before 1933 did he escape 
with his life. In his 1940 memoir he wrote that ‘Goebbels was ambitious, an 
opportunist, and a liar’.° ‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl was another Nazi who fell out 
with Goebbels and had to leave Germany in fear of his life. He was particularly 
harsh, describing Goebbels as ‘this mocking, jealous, vicious, satanically-gifted, 
dwarf’. Goebbels was, according to Hanfstaengl, ‘not only schizophrenic but 
schizopedic’.’ It is hardly surprising that anti-Nazis like Carl von Ossietzky 
echoed these descriptions which mixed character assessment with references 
to Goebbels’ physical appearance, and to his disability. In the critical journal 
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Weltbiihne Ossietsky, referring to Goebbels’ successful campaign against the film 
All Quiet on the Western Front in 1930 called him ‘a club-footed psychopath’.® 
The society columnist Bella Fromm was in the public gallery of the Reichstag on 
10 February 1931 and watched ‘the raging dwarf’ (as she called him) deliver a 
vitriolic attack on Chancellor Briining. She wrote: 


He is a Nazi Party Deputy, and very greedy for power. ‘The Doctor,’ as they 
call him, almost a dwarf, hobbled to the speaker’s desk. But before he did so, 
the Communists had indulged in a veritable flood of invective. Apparently 
that was just what he needed to start him right. You have to be impressed by 
the way he uses the German language, whether you like him or not. A kind 
of combination of Mephisto and Savonarola, sinister and frantic, intriguing 
and fanatically obsessed. He uses his hands violently enough for Yvonne to 
remark, ‘Funny way of speaking for a full-blooded Aryan.’ But his voice is soft 
enough, and he knows how to make the most effective use of it. 


Louis Lochner was an American journalist who first saw and heard Goebbels 
in 1932, and remarked upon the same characteristics: 


His voice, of a deeply resonant quality, seemed to quiver with emotion. His 
gestures seemed passionate. His general attitude seemed to be that of aman 
so wrapped up in his fanaticism that time meant nothing so long as he had 
a message to deliver. 

I noticed something else, however: his fascinatingly delicate hands moved 
in powerful gestures without the slightest trembling and belied the quiver in 
his voice. His gestures, although seemingly spontaneous, indicated careful 
planning, for he always threw himself into position for a particular gesture 
before beginning to execute it ... 

In short, here was a showman who knew exactly what he was doing ... 

With Goebbels I had the feeling that he would have defended Communism, 
monarchy, or even democracy with the same pathos and emotion, yes, even 
the same fanaticism, had his idol, Hitler, chosen to sponsor any of these.!? 


Lochner’s words were matched by the more concise descriptions of two British 
diplomats. The Ambassador to Berlin in 1933, Horace Rumbold, reporting on 
the formation of the Propaganda Ministry there, wrote that the new Propaganda 
Minister was ‘an ingenious and unscrupulous demagogue’.'! Five years later, with 
more passion, George Ogilvie-Forbes, writing after the pogrom of November 
1938, described Goebbels as ‘that vile and dissolute demagogue’.”” 

Even Nazis who liked and admired Goebbels saw something demonic in his 
character. Reinhard Spitzy was an aide to Foreign Minister Ribbentrop, and knew 
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of the contempt which Goebbels had for both Ribbentrop and the institution 
he headed. He nonetheless wrote: 


I admired Goebbels, who was the most intelligent of the whole circle. He was 
a genial but nevertheless diabolical person.'? 


People outside the Nazi Party, both Germans and non-Germans - recognized 
this combination of intelligence and extremism. Victor Klemperer provides a 
balanced assessment which is representative of many. He wrote in his diary on 
30 July 1936 simply that Goebbels was ‘the most poisonous and mendacious 
of all Nazis’." 

Historians, biographers, and journalists writing after 1945 have recycled several 
of these themes. William Shirer, whose 1959 history of Nazism is still in print, 
described Goebbels as: 


This swarthy, dwarfish young man, with a crippled foot, a nimble mind and 
a complicated and neurotic personality." 


Few writers on Goebbels have been able to resist the temptation to use clichés like 
the ‘poison dwarf’ when describing him, or to avoid describing him as ‘limping’ or 
‘hobbling’ when talking of his movements. Audrey Salkeld calls him ‘the bantam 
Doctor’, and providing a variation on the theme, Fred Prieberg speaks of ‘the 
undersized Minister’.!° Most have conceded his mental agility, but almost all have 
picked up the idea that he was a liar, an opportunist, and an actor, motivated 
only by greed for power, money, and sex. Some have realized that his devotion 
to Hitler was a driving force in his adult life, but have still suggested that he 
was completely cynical and flexible in his willingness to do anything which he 
thought would earn Hitler’s favour. His ability as a propagandist - to which we 
shall return — has often been linked to this notion of him as an actor, carrying 
the implication that the messages of his propaganda were chosen to exploit 
anything he thought might temporarily be valuable. Curt Riess, Goebbels’ first 
English-language biographer, exemplified several of these trends. In the preface 
to his 1949 biography of Goebbels, he wrote: 


This alone would be a fascinating phenomenon to contemplate: a Propaganda 
Chief who despised most of the things he propagandized and who made no 
bones about his contempt - and who still did a brilliant job. A cripple as the 
principal exponent of the Master Race theory!” 


Thirty years later, a more distinguished historian, Hugh Trevor-Roper, rehearsed 
the same ideas in his introduction to an English-language translation of the ‘final 
entries’ in Goebbels’ diary: 
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he was a man of postures, not ideas or beliefs. However, he had another 
characteristic, which would serve him well: opportunism. With his complete 
freedom from conviction, and his remarkable mental agility, he was able to 
anticipate events and change course with great dexterity and to justify the 
changes by nimble arguments. 


Warming to his theme, Trevor-Roper continued: 


In fact, of course, Goebbels was not a cultivated man. He had no aesthetic 
interests. He burned the German classics and destroyed ‘decadent’ art. He 
closed the Berlin theatres during the war. He was indifferent to the State 
Opera. He never went to concerts. His tastes were as banal and trivial as those 
of Hitler himself.'® 


This is still the most widely-read edition of any of Goebbels’ diaries in the English- 
speaking world. Trevor-Roper’s ideas that Goebbels had no convictions, that he 
‘never went to concerts’ and that ‘he was indifferent to the State Opera’ are so 
far from the truth that we can only take them as expressions of personal hostility 
rather than as empirical historical observations. Since then, the publication of 
the full Goebbels’ diary has provided historians with a better base from which 
to challenge these frequently recycled opinions. Nonetheless, they persist. In a 
recent and very lengthy book on the history of Berlin (in which Goebbels plays, 
from 1926 to 1945, a significant part), we read: 


As with his attacks on the Communists, Goebbels did not take the racial 
theories or the anti-Semitism of the party seriously ... His motives were purely 
self-serving.'? 


This view of Goebbels has also gained credence from the misuse of his own 
fictional writings. Helmut Heiber, who has done so much excellent work editing 
Goebbels’ speeches, published in 1962 a biography in which he cited a now 
famous line from Goebbels’ novel Michael, and argued that it was intended as 
an autobiographical description: 


‘It is not so much of importance, what we believe in, only that we believe.’ 
That is Goebbels par excellence, this sentence is a key to his life.” 


Other writers have picked up on this phrase, and not even acknowledged that 
it is taken from a novel. Thus Klaus Fischer, in a widely acclaimed ‘new history’ 
of Nazi Germany published in 1995, wrote: 


310 Joseph Goebbels 


Having rejected his Catholic faith, which alarmed his devout parents, he 
[Goebbels] desperately looked for a new one - for ‘it is almost immaterial,’ 
he confessed, ‘what we believe in, so long as we believe in something.’ When 
at length, he found his new faith, it was really in a man, Adolf Hitler, rather 
than a doctrine; but the merchandizing of this personal faith now became 
his sacred mission in life.” 


Neither Heiber nor Fischer knew that Goebbels had in fact written this sentence 
in his diary in 1923, but in a context which they totally misunderstood. Only in 
the last few years, as more and more of Goebbels’ diary has become available, have 
a few writers questioned these deeply entrenched ideas. As late as 1995, Joachim 
Fest was still arguing that a ‘habitual need for compensation’ was the ‘general 
key to Goebbels’ character’, and that a ‘never-overcome feeling of inferiority’ 
was a driving force in his behaviour. In what Fest called the ‘bundle of motives’ 
which led Goebbels to join the Nazi movement in 1924, he included ‘class-specific 
resentments’, also ‘opportunism’, ‘ambition’, and ‘a yearning for belonging’. He 
still argued that Goebbels was one of many who might, but for ‘biographical 
coincidences’ have found an ideological home on the left or the right, or indeed 
have changed from one side to another.” Claus-Ekkehard Barsch, relying heavily 
on a Freudian model of the ‘disturbed narcissistic personality’, has presented a 
detailed investigation of the emerging beliefs of ‘the young Goebbels’ which 
analyses particularly his appropriation of religious language and ideas, and gets 
away from more facile notions of ‘opportunism’. Although Bärsch did not have 
access to the critical first nine months of Goebbels’ diaries, he did recognize the 
early emergence of a totally destructive anti-Semitism in him, linked to a desire 
for ‘redemption’.*? This has been further investigated by Christian Barth in his 
work on ‘Goebbels and the Jews’. Barth recognized that Goebbels’ anti-Semitism 
was not a tactical manoeuvre, and that his involvement in critical stages of the 
Holocaust was not motivated by shallow opportunism, but his focus on this one 
aspect of Goebbels’ personality necessarily results in only a partial view of the 
man.” Jeffrey Herf has also recognized that Goebbels was no opportunist, noting 
in his analysis of Goebbels’ wartime propaganda ‘the continuity and consistency 
of his own fanaticism’. Referring to Goebbels’ huge literary output from 1923 to 
1945, he highlights ‘the unshakable character of his “delirious discourse”’.* 
More controversially Richard Steigmann-Gall has also picked up on Goebbels’ 
use of religious imagery, and on his fascination with the figure of Christ. Using 
highly selective quotations from parts of Goebbels’ diary and from the published 
edition of his novel Michael, he argues that Goebbels’ view of religion was ‘more 
than a simple deism divorced of Christian content’. Again recognizing that 
Goebbels was ‘a committed and consistent ideologue’, he argues that Goebbels 
had a ‘low regard for the churches and high regard for Christianity’. Steigmann- 
Gall does not present a detailed analysis of Goebbels’ understanding of religion, 
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and totally misunderstands some of the statements by Goebbels which he quotes. 
Although he initially recognizes that Goebbels was ‘nominally Catholic’, later in 
his book he merely presents him as ‘Catholic’, and speaks without further evidence 
of ‘his religious convictions’.”° I think that this is completely to misunderstand 
Goebbels. He was fascinated with Christ as a historical and dramatic figure, and 
he used a whole range of concepts and terms drawn from Christianity, but he 
stripped these of their distinctively Christian content, and recast them in the 
quasi-religious mysticism of völkisch ideology. 

It is high time that the different, enduring misunderstandings of Goebbels 
are challenged. First, let us admit that Goebbels was an actor. It is not possible 
that someone who delivered thousands of public speeches, as many as 189 in 
one year, and sometimes gave several on a single day, could always speak with 
a uniform degree of sincerity or conviction; there were of course times when he 
was tired, jaded, or otherwise preoccupied, when he had to pretend to certain 
emotions in front of an audience. But this does not mean that the central ideas 
which he explored in 20 years of public speaking were entirely insincere, or 
assumed. Similarly, it is clear that Goebbels was concerned with the impression 
he made on contemporaries, and might make on posterity. He was fastidious 
in his personal appearance, to the point of vanity. He was acutely conscious of 
the image he projected in any given situation, and knew perfectly well that he 
would be the subject of historical analysis after 1945. His actions were affected 
by this perception. This again does not mean that he did not believe what he 
was saying, or that he was a mere chameleon. 

Second, of course Goebbels was, when it suited him, a liar. From his earliest 
days as a writer, as a young man in the 1920s, he set out to falsify the record 
he presented of his own life, to create a mythology. A number of his deliberate 
distortions have been accepted, and alarmingly, are still accepted by writers, when 
the evidence to challenge them is straightforwardly available. One is a notion 
he introduced through his apparently autobiographical novel Michael, which 
he reworked extensively before its publication by the Nazi Party in 1929. In the 
revised edition of this work, Goebbels gave the impression that as a young man 
in Munich in 1922, he had seen a charismatic nationalist leader speaking, and 
had been moved to join his organization, the Nazi Party.” Curt Riess embroidered 
this account in his 1949 biography, concluding the story thus: 


That is why Goebbels stepped up to a table near the exit and obeyed the 
sign reading: ‘Application for membership to the National Socialist German 
Workers Party may be signed here.’ He filled out a blank and was given the 
membership number of 8762. 

A moment later he left the building just in time to see Hitler enter a car 
and drive away.?® 
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Early historians of Nazism, like Shirer, who repeated this story, albeit without 
Riess’ journalistic exaggerations, may be forgiven. It is troubling though, to see 
the same story presented in the early twenty-first century. Anja Klabunde writes 
of Goebbels in 1922: 


Shortly after his arrival in the city Joseph Goebbels attended a meeting called 
by one of the many nationalist parties. Huge posters around the Bavarian 
capital had attracted his attention ... Goebbels had heard of the speaker whose 
name was announced, Adolf Hitler, and his rhetorical gifts, and now he was 
curious to listen to his speech making. 


She then quotes Goebbels’ own description of this alleged meeting - from 
his novel - before citing Curt Riess’ account above of Goebbels filling out his 
application for Nazi Party membership.” 

Goebbels himself would doubtless have been hugely amused to think his 
fabrications would still be so uncritically accepted decades after his death, but 
it is instructive to look in more detail at how he reworked the story of his first 
encounter with Hitler. It is absolutely clear from Goebbels’ diary that he did not 
meet Hitler in the flesh until 12 July 1925, in Weimar. The first mention of Hitler 
in his diary, as recorded in Chapter 2 here, was on 13 March 1924. Goebbels may 
have heard of Hitler before then, but he certainly had not thought him worthy 
of mention in his diary. This put Goebbels at a certain disadvantage compared 
to some of Hitler’s associates, like Rosenberg, who had worked with him from 
as early as 1920. Goebbels, from his later manipulations, clearly felt this, and 
sought to suggest that he had in fact identified Hitler as the hope for Germany’s 
future back in 1922. He had to face the question why, as a student in Munich in 
the winter of 1919-20 (he was not in Munich in 1922!), he had not joined the 
Nazi Party, or taken any notice of Hitler. 

As early as the summer of 1924 - before he met Hitler - Goebbels sought 
to anticipate this. He then wrote, privately, his Erinnerungsblätter (Pages of 
Reminiscence) as a memoir of his childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood, 
leading up to the time when he formally began to keep his diary. He used for 
this document the terse, concise style he had already adopted for his diary, with 
many short sentences, and an implied, if not always stated use of the present 
tense. Goebbels even called this memoir a ‘diary’, although it was not. Re-creating 
his experience of the summer of 1923, when he was working in Cologne at the 
Dresdner Bank, Goebbels wrote: 


The opera. Klemperer as conductor. The Jewish question in art. Gundolf. 
Spiritual clarification. Bavaria. Hitler.*° 
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This passage implies that Goebbels was at this time, in July and August 1923, 
preoccupied with musical and artistic affairs, with Jewish involvement in the 
arts, and that he experienced some kind of new understanding of this. It then 
suggests that he noticed developments in Bavaria, and in particular, noticed 
Hitler. This may not be a fabrication. It is entirely possible that Goebbels had 
noticed Hitler in 1923, but we are left with the incontrovertible fact that he did 
not think Hitler worthy of mention in the first six months of his actual diary, 
not even in connection with the failed Putsch in Munich of 9 November 1923. 
By inserting the single word ‘Hitler’ in the passage quoted above in his Erin- 
nerungsblätter, Goebbels sought to redress this. We can find another example 
of Goebbels’ concern with his relatively late involvement with the Nazi Party 
much later in his career in 1940, when he gave a speech in the newly annexed 
city of Posen. 

Goebbels visited Posen, formerly - and once again today - Poznan in Poland, in 
January 1940, during the winter of the ‘phoney war’, to speak to a special meeting 
for newly arrived ‘German’ settlers from the Baltic and the Volhynia. Posen had 
been made the capital of the newly established Gau called the ‘Wartheland’, 
annexed from Poland after the brief campaign in September 1939, and was 
already a target for ‘Germanization’. Thousands of Jews and Poles were being 
deported or executed, and their land and property was being given to these 
settlers. This was the front line of Hitler’s racial restructuring in the East, a 
programme which Goebbels fully supported. The Nazi press reported that there 
were 15,000 present in Goebbels’ audience in January 1940, and it is not clear 
whether or not Goebbels knew how many of these were newly arrived settlers. 
He seems to have thought that most of the audience had previously been Polish 
citizens. He could reasonably assume that few of them knew in great detail about 
his own early political history when he referred to the past: 


I believe that we National Socialists of the first hour, we have experienced a 
whole series of historic experiences in the past 15, 20 years. They have shot past 
our eyes with such lightning speed, that we can hardly order them correctly. 
In how many critical situations have we, and we who stand by the Fiihrer, seen 
our movement and our Fiihrer himself? How often has one of us said, yes, it’s 
all up now. How often have we thought: now there is no way out! How many 
of us for example thought after 9 November 1923: yes, now everything is lost. 
And in spite of that, there was a way out.?! 


This reference to the way that the Nazis had surmounted seemingly insuperable 
obstacles in the past was a favourite rhetorical strategy of Goebbels, and one he 
used increasingly as the war went on, but what is of interest here is his portrayal 
of himself as a ‘National Socialist of the first hour’. With his reference - and his 
correction - to ‘the past 15, 20 years’, he could avoid the charge that he was 
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directly lying. He had at this point been a Party member for 15 years only. He 
was not in fact a ‘National Socialist of the first hour’, nor had he taken any part 
in the events of 9 November 1923, as he clearly implied here. One wonders 
whether he would have made such a suggestion in front of an audience in what 
had been Germany before September 1939. 

Goebbels was also capable of barefaced lies when he referred to events outside 
his own life, both in his diary, and in his public propaganda. Several examples 
have been cited in this book, as for example his diary comment on 1 September 
1939 about a ‘Polish attack’ on the German radio station in Gleiwitz.*? Goebbels 
obviously knew that this ‘attack’ had been faked as one of a series of pretexts 
for the German invasion.” Another example is his statement to the audience 
at the Nuremberg rally in 1933, and subsequently published, that ‘not a hair 
had been disturbed’ on any Jew’s head during the boycott of Jewish shops on 
1 April 1933. In fact, as Robert Gellately notes, ‘violence was used on a wide 
scale, several Jews were murdered, and some fought back’.*4 Goebbels, who had 
incited his followers to violence against Jews since his arrival in Berlin in 1926, 
knew perfectly well that all administrative measures taken against the Jews in the 
weeks after 30 January 1933 were carried out against a background of widespread 
physical intimidation and brutality. Goebbels, who often repeated favourite 
phrases, used exactly the same formula, even more implausibly, when he spoke 
to foreign press correspondents in Berlin after the pogrom on 9 November 1938. 
Louis Lochner was one who heard him declare that ‘all the accounts that have 
come to your ears about alleged looting and destruction of Jewish property are 
a stinking lie. Not a hair of a Jew was disturbed.’ This formula was repeated in 
newspapers, even though many Jews had been killed, and as many as 20,000 
forcibly arrested.** 

Indeed, Goebbels became so used to misrepresentation that we are left 
wondering how aware he was of how ludicrous some of his statements were. 
Trevor-Roper argued that ‘To the end, he [Goebbels] could distinguish the 
objective truth from his own propaganda’, but this is difficult to sustain. What, 
for example, do we make of the assertion in Goebbels’ diary on 4 December 
1944, with reference to the British air raids, that Hitler had ‘done everything to 
avoid this kind of warfare’? Goebbels continued: ‘That corresponds entirely with 
the facts. He has tried by every means possible to allow the war to play out in 
humane forms.’”” Goebbels knew perfectly well about the German bombing of 
Warsaw in September 1939; he visited the ruined city and recorded this in his 
diary: ‘Warsaw: that is hell. A demolished city. Our bombs and shells have done a 
thorough job.” He knew similarly about the aerial attack on Rotterdam in April 
1940, and through the winter of 1940-41 he celebrated daily the attacks on British 
cities. As for allowing the war ‘to play out in humane forms’, Goebbels knew in 
horrible detail about, for example, the starvation of Soviet POWs in 1941, and 
the brutal German reprisals against civilians all over occupied Europe. As we have 
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seen, he supported Hitler’s harsh collective punishments at every opportunity. 
It seems that when he was thinking or writing about Hitler, Goebbels’ ability 
to distinguish between what Trevor-Roper called ‘objective truth’ and his own 
propaganda frequently deserted him. 

The fact that Goebbels frequently lied in his public speeches and in his private 
record of events does not mean that he always lied, or that he was entirely 
incapable of distinguishing between fantasy and reality. During the war he argued 
constantly for a propaganda based on accuracy and realism, and was far more 
aware than many of his colleagues and rivals of the dangers posed by exaggeration 
and concealment. He was profoundly scornful of the propaganda from countries 
like Britain and the Soviet Union which foolishly exaggerated their own successes 
and played down the military difficulties they were facing. Goebbels’ skill as a 
propagandist has of course been conceded, and indeed overestimated by many. In 
the years after 1945, it was straightforward, and for many people convenient to 
argue that it was Goebbels’ propaganda, and his unprecedented manipulation of 
the mass media which had paved the way for Hitler’s success, ensured the support 
of the German people for Nazism between 1933 and 1939, and kept them fighting 
for Hitler until the bitter end. Curt Riess again exemplified this, writing: 


He [Goebbels] was ordered to keep up public morale, and he did. The struggle 
in Germany lasted until there was not a square foot left on which the fighting 
could have been carried on. In a manner of speaking, Goebbels was perhaps 
the only general of World War II who was not in the end defeated.?? 


Riess was writing shortly after the Nuremberg Trial, in which surviving ‘major 
Nazi criminals’ were charged with crimes against humanity before an International 
Military Tribunal. Goebbels, who had killed himself partly to make sure that he 
did not have to face any such proceeding, was frequently mentioned during 
the trial. Several of the defendants, anxious to play down their own parts in the 
‘Third Reich’, were prepared to try to shift responsibility onto others, and the 
absent propagandist was a convenient scapegoat. Hermann Goring, in interviews 
during the trial with American psychologist Leon Goldensohn, was outspoken 
in his criticism of Goebbels, whom he described as ‘that clubfooted fanatic’, a 
‘thief’ and an ‘opportunist’, alleging that he was ‘the strongest representative of 
anti-Semitism’, and that he ‘influenced Hitler to become anti-Semitic more than 
Hitler had been before’. Albert Speer shifted the emphasis onto propaganda in 
his final speech to the Tribunal: 


Hitler’s dictatorship differed in one fundamental point from all its predecessors 
in history. His was the first dictatorship in the present period of modern 
technical development, a dictatorship which made complete use of all technical 
means in a perfect manner for the domination of its own nation. 
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Through technical devices such as radio and loudspeakers 80 million people 
were deprived of independent thought. It was thereby possible to subject them 
to the will of one man.*! 


Speer, who after 1945 tried to play down his very close and harmonious 
cooperation with Goebbels, particularly in the drive for ‘total war’ in 1943 and 
1944, had his own reasons for putting forward this notion of the supremacy of 
propaganda, but the American prosecution had suggested much the same thing 
at the beginning of the whole trial process: 


By means of this vast network of propaganda machinery, the Nazi conspirators 
had full control over the expression and dissemination of all thought, cultural 
activities, and dissemination of news within the Reich. Nothing was or could 
be published in Germany that did not have the approval, express or implied, 
of the Party and State.” 


This was in itself a repetition of the Propaganda Ministry’s own bombastic 
claims. A wartime article which appeared in the glossy magazine Signal, aimed 
at audiences all over Europe, had made this alarming statement: 


During the course of the years, the Ministry of Propaganda has become a 
gigantic institute in the form of political control extending to all spheres 
of public life and, fortunately for the person concerned, also of private life. 


Other defendants at Nuremberg, who had worked closely with Goebbels, 
supported these ideas, but again minimized their own involvement. Walther 
Funk, who was State Secretary in the Propaganda Ministry between 1933 and 
1938, and subsequently President of the Reichsbank, was one of the few senior 
Nazis who escaped criticism from Goebbels. Indeed, Goebbels frequently praised 
Funk, particularly in the 1930s, as an exceptionally diligent and competent 
colleague. At Nuremberg, Funk said: 


The entire cultural life of the nation was permeated with this propaganda in 
a measure appropriate to the overwhelming, fundamental significance which 
was rightly attached to propaganda in the National Socialist State. 


Funk nonetheless denied that he had any part in ‘the political direction of the 
Propaganda Ministry - or in the actual work of propaganda’, implying that 
this was totally in Goebbels’ hands.** Hans Fritzsche, Goebbels’ chief radio 
commentator from 1937, and from 1942 director of the radio section of the 
Propaganda Ministry, was also on trial at Nuremberg. He maintained, stretching 
credibility, that he had not known about the mass murder of the Jews, or of 
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the poor conditions in which slave labourers were forced to work in Germany. 
His own work at the Propaganda Ministry had been intended only ‘to win the 
voluntary co-operation, especially of the occupied territories, for the fight ofthe 
Reich’. Propaganda policy, he alleged, was determined entirely by Dietrich, in 
charge of the press, Amann in charge of publishing, and Goebbels, in charge of 
the Propaganda Ministry. Fritzsche also declared: 


itis a mistake to believe that in the Propaganda Ministry thousands of little lies 
were hatched out. In details we worked quite cleanly and honestly, technically 
even perfectly. If we had lied on a thousand small things, the enemy would 
have been able to deal with us more easily than was the case.“ 


Fritzsche was acquitted of all charges at Nuremberg, and in a subsequent ‘de- 
nazification’ proceeding before a German tribunal, he again sought to present 
himself as having been ‘abused’ by Goebbels.*‘ 

This view of Goebbels the master propagandist, the Mephistophelean 
manipulator of the mind of a nation, has been perpetuated in dozens of histories, 
and has penetrated deeply into popular understanding of the ‘Third Reich’. It has 
been closely linked to the whole phenomenon of ‘the Hitler myth’, the allegedly 
uncritical adulation of Hitler which was the foundation of the sustained support 
of the German people for the Nazi regime. Thus, for Viktor Reimann, writing 
one of the better biographies of Goebbels in 1971, Goebbels was ‘the man who 
created Hitler’. Ralf-Georg Reuth, writing 20 years later, had access to many more 
primary sources, but still replicated this notion in his conclusion: 


It had been Goebbels’s fateful achievement to transform Hitler into the ‘Führer’. 
He had early on proclaimed Hitler the ‘savior’, the ‘new Messiah,’ first to a 
small following, then to hundreds of thousands, and finally, with the help of 
a comprehensive propaganda apparatus, to an entire receptive nation.“ 


This must be challenged. Goebbels clearly did not create Hitler, or the 
extraordinary charisma which he possessed. Nor did he supply him with any of 
his central ideas. By the time the two men first met, Hitler had been active as 
leader of the Nazi Party for nearly six years. The Party programme had been in 
place for five and a half. The Party’s central tenets, hatred of the Jews, repudiation 
of the Treaty of Versailles, an expansionist foreign policy and the creation of a 
racially oriented Volksgemeinschaft, were firmly established. We have seen how 
Goebbels, after joining the Party, failed to alter Hitler’s basic foreign policy 
orientation in favour of Italy and Britain and against the Soviet Union, or to 
persuade him to accept a more radical approach to the issue of private property. 
Hitler’s exceptional ability as a public speaker, and his equal powers of persuasion 
in private conversation were similarly not created by Goebbels. It was indeed 
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precisely those qualities which attracted Goebbels to Hitler, as they had already 
attracted many other followers. Conversely, it would be equally foolish to claim, 
as did Konrad Heiden, that Goebbels merely copied Hitler in his own public 
speaking,** as he similarly developed his career as a Nazi demagogue in isolation 
for a full year before he ever heard Hitler address an audience. 

This is not to deny that Goebbels played a significant role in further developing 
Hitler’s popularity, his electoral appeal, and the mythology with which he 
surrounded himself. Nor is it to suggest that Hitler and Goebbels did not learn 
from one another after 1926, when they were in increasingly close contact, and 
collaborated in developing the electoral appeal of the Nazi Party. There is not 
though any discernible major shift in the style of either man as a public speaker 
after they became familiar with one another’s style. Writing about Hitler, J. P. Stern 
went further, noting ‘how little difference there is between [Hitler’s speeches] 
delivered before February 1933, for the purpose of securing votes in supposedly 
democratic election campaigns, and those spoken after Hitler’s assumption of 
power and designed to secure popular support for his policies’.* 

Indeed perceptive observers have noted the differences in the style of public 
speaking used by these two great persuaders, as well as the many similarities. 
Several have remarked upon the very different speaking voices they possessed, 
Hitler’s ‘raucous voice’, which ‘grated disgustingly and frequently broke as he 
talked himself into a high pitch of frenzied exaltation’,*° and Goebbels’ more 
sonorous baritone, as well as on their different use of language. What of their 
use of technology? Both initially developed their public speaking at a time, and 
in contexts where they could rely on no technical aids. Both learnt their trade 
— separately — without the help of public address systems. As we have seen, it 
was years before the Nazi Party had access to the newly emerging technologies 
of radio and film with soundtrack. Both Hitler and Goebbels appear to have 
been equally alive to the possibilities offered by these, and although Goebbels, 
as Reich Propaganda Leader from 1930, and Propaganda Minister from 1933, 
had the more direct relationship with the practical use of these technologies, 
Hitler had earlier worked closely with him on the Party’s first use of film, and 
was quick to seize the opportunities offered by broadcasting. If we analyse 
more closely the cinematic techniques developed by the Nazis to enhance 
their propaganda, and to portray Hitler as a quasi-godlike figure, it is clear 
that responsibility for individual techniques and striking visual innovations 
lies more with collaborators like Leni Riefenstahl and Albert Speer than with 
Goebbels, whose role was that of a facilitator. If we turn to a prosaic, but effective 
propaganda technique like the use of aircraft in the election campaigns of 1932, 
it is not clear whether this originated with Hitler or Goebbels, or was indeed 
first suggested by someone else.*! 

Goebbels then did not create Hitler, or the ‘Hitler myth’. This is not to 
underestimate his importance in helping to build support for Hitler and the Nazi 


Epilogue 319 


Party, particularly after 1925. We can isolate four areas in which Goebbels played 
a critical role. First, between 1924 and 1927, Goebbels was of huge importance in 
developing a power base for Nazism in the Ruhr, and in heightening its profile 
outside Munich and Bavaria, at a time when Hitler was banned from public 
speaking in most parts of Germany. This is when Goebbels first displayed his 
extraordinary capacity for sustained work, and his ability to thrive in conditions 
of adversity. Second is Goebbels’ own much mythologized role as Gauleiter of 
Berlin between November 1926 and January 1933. Here, in addition to his well- 
known achievement of building support for Nazism in a city previously renowned 
as a left-wing citadel, we should highlight his role in developing a more popular 
Nazi journalism and a distinctive visual propaganda. Third is the period between 
1933 and 1939, when according to some, Goebbels found himself without a role. 
Hans-Otto Meissner wrote: 


He found himself in the position of the publicity agent who has to boost goods 
which have already been sold. For ten long years Goebbels had menacingly 
attacked the government and the State. Now he himself was a member of the 
government, and the N.S.D.A.P. was the power in the State, with Adolf Hitler 
at the helm. [...] the victory of the N.S.D.A.P. condemned Goebbels largely to 
administrative duties, at best as overlord of the press, films, radio, literature, 
and so on.” 


Overlooking the inaccuracy of the ‘ten long years’ in this statement, Goebbels 
certainly made a good fist of these ‘administrative duties’. Between 1933 and 
1939 Hitler’s regime became one of the most popular in Europe, pursuing a run 
of unbroken foreign policy successes on the back of a remarkable economic 
recovery at home, accompanied by wide-ranging measures of social reconstruc- 
tion. These popular developments were accompanied by the isolation and 
persecution of several groups identified as racially separate, like the Jews, or as 
a danger to the Volk, such as priests, homosexuals, the mentally and physically 
disabled, and others stigmatized as ‘asocial’. Goebbels played a critical part in 
the development, implementation, and presentation of all these policies. His 
propaganda was important in preparing the ground for the successful plebiscite in 
the Saar, the remilitarization of the Rhineland, and particularly for the Anschluss 
with Austria. It was equally important in helping to secure widespread support 
for the marginalization of the Jews and others not considered fit for inclusion 
in the Volksgemeinschaft, and in trumpeting the success of the social reconstruc- 
tion that was so closely linked with these persecutions. The social cohesion 
maintained in wartime Germany would have been impossible without these 
years of earlier consolidation. 

Fourth, there is Goebbels’ role as a wartime propagandist to consider. This 
was again a time in which - potentially - he might have been marginalized, as 
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guns, tanks, ships and aircraft took over the role previously played by words. 
We have seen how Hitler moved into the isolation of his military headquarters, 
what Goebbels called ‘this eternal bunker-life’, and gradually became more and 
more distant from the German people; this was paralleled to an extent by the 
retreat into private indulgence of Göring, and the death or disappearance of 
other senior figures like Hess. Goebbels, with a few other senior Nazis like Ley, 
refused to move into a bunker - until the final days - and actually increased his 
contact with the ordinary public, particularly when the British and American 
bombing of Germany intensified in 1943. At the most difficult moments, such 
as in February 1943 in the aftermath of Stalingrad, or in cities which had just 
suffered an ordeal by fire, Goebbels was ready to face the German people, and 
to exhort them to continue an increasingly unequal struggle. There is no doubt 
that his propaganda affected many Germans, like the 14-year-old schoolgirl who 
wrote in her diary in August 1944: 


Things are getting ever worse ... Dr Goebbels has now released a call for ‘Total 
war’. We, and our schools, will also now be deployed for work of any kind. 
That would also be right, because we must win!!! Better now to employ any 
means, than to end up in Siberia. 


A young woman working in a bank wrote in similar vein in her diary: 


The ‘total war’ demands strong measures. Everything, which is not uncondi- 
tionally needed for the war must go. Many businesses will be closed. Paper, 
coal, electricity, and everything must be saved. Dr Goebbels, in his great speech, 
has called upon all women to offer themselves for war work.” 


Nor were these diarists the only ones, consciously or unconsciously, to echo 
Goebbels’ own phrases. Klemperer cited in his diary numerous examples of 
ordinary Germans who parroted slogans or ideas directly from Goebbels’ 
propaganda, right into the final weeks of the war. Nothing is more striking in 
the history of the Second World War in Europe than the continued resistance of 
the German people for years after any rational calculation would have indicated 
that they were fighting a losing battle, and Goebbels undoubtedly played a 
part in this. 

Any assessment of Goebbels as propagandist must now though be accompanied 
by a revised understanding of the nature and influence of propaganda in the 
‘Third Reich’. Two central parts of what might be called the post-Nuremberg 
understanding of propaganda in Nazi Germany are now questioned by serious 
scholars. The first is the notion that, between 1933 and 1945, ‘nothing was 
or could be published in Germany that did not have the approval, express or 
implied, of the Party and state’; the second is the idea that this propaganda 
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was all-pervasive, and that virtually a whole population fell under its spell. 
Both ideas have been, and still are endlessly rehearsed, but will not stand up to 
serious analysis. 

The idea that nothing that the Propaganda Ministry disapproved of could be 
published, or by implication discussed in public, can be disproved by looking at 
a number of examples which particularly troubled Goebbels. We have seen how, 
in the 1930s, he was constantly angered by the preaching of Martin Niemöller. 
Not only did Niemöller regularly address public audiences between 1933 and 
July 1937, but his sermons were published, in repeated editions, in Germany, at 
the same time. His biography, which contributed significantly to his high public 
profile, and to the esteem in which he was held, was published in Germany until 
1941, and sold many thousands of copies. There were numerous other Protestant 
and Catholic publications which Goebbels would have liked to get rid of, but 
was unable to. Another priest who enraged Goebbels after Niemöller had been 
locked up was the Catholic Bishop Galen. His anti-‘euthanasia’ speech in Miinster 
in August 1941 was probably the most damaging public criticism made of Nazi 
policies in Germany between 1933 and 1945. Galen was not prevented from 
delivering the sermon, nor was he punished for it. It was, as Goebbels feared, 
widely discussed in Germany, and used for Allied propaganda; thousands of 
copies of the speech were subsequently dropped over Germany by RAF bombers. 
It was fortunate for Hitler and Goebbels that neither Galen nor the other clerics 
who courageously denounced the euthanasia programme spoke up with similar 
vigour in support of the Jews of Germany. 

Finally, there are many examples of material published and distributed in 
the ‘Third Reich’ from within the Nazi Party which Goebbels objected to, like 
the statement by Otto Dietrich in September 1941 that the war in the Soviet 
Union had been decided. Right up to the final weeks of the war, Goebbels was 
frustrated by the work of some of his own colleagues, and by his inability to 
control them. An example is the articles published by his long-standing colleague 
Robert Ley in his capacity as leader of the ‘German Labour Front’ in - of all 
publications — Goebbels’ old newspaper Der Angriff. In March 1945 Ley published 
several articles which celebrated in a nihilist spirit the destruction of Germany’s 
cultural heritage by Allied air raids, much to Goebbels’ annoyance. On 10 March 
1945 Goebbels dictated that this was ‘no longer bearable’. Notwithstanding this, 
a fortnight later Ley pronounced in Der Angriff that the developments in the 
west of Germany could be seen as a ‘health cure’; by 29 March Goebbels was 
recording that further articles by Ley ‘on the front and the air war’ were worded 
with such ‘lax cynicism that they made one shiver’; on 31 March Goebbels 
complained directly to Hitler, telling him that Ley’s articles had ‘a catastrophic 
effect on public opinion’, but Hitler, ‘smiling’, confessed that he had not read 
the offending articles. On 8 April, as well as complaining about another article 
by Ley, Goebbels recorded his disgust with an article in the SS magazine Das 
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Schwarze Korps.** In truth, the publishing industry in Germany was by 1933 
so large and so diverse, that all the strenuous and multifarious Nazi efforts to 
centralize and control the country’s print media were not able to establish the 
monolithic and uniform control imagined by the prosecutors at Nuremberg, or 
by careless historians since then. 

Secondly, the idea that a whole nation was brainwashed with Nazi propaganda, 
and uncritically followed the dictates of the Nazi Party, has for some time now 
been discarded by more subtle and realistic historians. David Bankier, writing in 
1992, focused on that most critical area of Goebbels’ attempted manipulation, 
his anti-Semitic propaganda, and wrote in conclusion: 


The party’s aestheticization of politics, its dynamism, rituals and cult of 
symbols all certainly attracted the population. Nevertheless, in the short run 
these external trappings failed to captivate the public. Instead, Nazi politics, 
became ritualized, the populace politically satiated. Though the party assumed 
that incessant rallies, bombardment with loudspeakers and shrill propaganda 
could radically change the public’s basic opinions, traditional mental patterns 
persisted beneath the outwards signs of conformity. Large sections of the 
population continued to adhere to independent positions despite the party 
propaganda, the terror and repression.°° 


Since the 1990s a broad consensus has emerged that Nazi propaganda, unsur- 
prisingly, was most successful when it built on perceived realities, and that it 
became increasingly unsuccessful when it departed from these. It was thus hugely 
successful in the peacetime years between 1933 and 1939, when it trumpeted 
the decline in unemployment, the programmes of social reconstruction, and the 
foreign policy successes of the Nazi regime. The anti-Semitic measures taken by 
the Nazis at this time, to exclude Jews from German cultural and professional 
life, to restrict their economic influence, and to alter their status as citizens, 
were also widely welcomed. Goebbels’ propaganda was not able to induce 
great popular support for the war against Poland in 1939, which was greeted 
with widespread anxiety, but it was most successful in 1940 and 1941 when it 
celebrated the unparalleled success of German arms in Scandinavia, Western 
Europe, and the Balkans. The extraordinarily dramatic newsreels which portrayed 
the campaigns in France and the Low Countries were not falsified, nor were they 
overstated. The enthusiastic response of most of the German population to these 
unprecedented military successes was mixed with relief derived from the hope 
that the attrition of the First World War would not be repeated. The intensified 
anti-Semitic propaganda between 1939 and 1941 highlights clearly the difficulty 
Goebbels faced with the presentation of more difficult issues. 

David Bankier noted how Goebbels’ most virulent anti-Semitic propaganda 
struck a chord with those Germans who already saw the Jews as the source of 
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all their misfortunes. The gruesome scenes of Jewish poverty and distress, mixed 
with film of rats in sewers, which Goebbels and his collaborators presented in 
The Eternal Jew, served to reinforce the convictions of those, who like Goebbels 
himself, were convinced that Jews were always filthy, destructive, and dangerous; 
clearly the same cinematic sequences disgusted many others whose understanding 
of the Jews was not so overwhelmingly negative. There was a similarly divided 
reaction to the forced wearing of the yellow star which Goebbels helped to bring 
about for German Jews in September 1941. Goebbels, who had long argued 
for some public marking of the Jews, felt that it would be a useful propaganda 
measure, helping to show ‘Aryan’ Germans how many Jews there were in their 
midst, and to tell if, for example, Jews were spreading defeatist rumours. From the 
wealth of evidence now available, it is clear that anti-Semites like him welcomed 
the measure, but that many Germans were horrified by what they perceived as a 
reversion to medieval barbarism. It does not appear that as a propaganda measure, 
the introduction of the yellow star helped to make the German population 
significantly more anti-Semitic than it already was. 

From around October 1941 Goebbels had to present an increasingly difficult 
military situation to the German public, as it became clear that the Soviet Union 
would not be defeated before the winter of that year. From then on, and particularly 
from the start of 1943, he had somehow to present a series of increasingly 
catastrophic defeats, counterbalanced by only occasional and relatively minor 
successes. As the British and American bombing grew in intensity, the war 
was not something which could be kept at any kind of comfortable distance 
from many Germans at home. Bankier writes that ‘the public withdrew from 
propaganda because it offered no reliable information on these developments or 
their significance. Until then many had believed that Germany would achieve 
peace on favourable terms, but now no rhetorical pyrotechnics could dissipate 
the gloom of a hard reality.’*° Indeed, one of Goebbels’ key strategies after 
1942 was to exaggerate the potential consequences of German defeat, hoping 
thereby to convince the public that there was no alternative but to continue 
the increasingly unequal struggle. The success of Goebbels’ propaganda during 
the years of opposition before 1933, the years of peace between 1933 and 1939, 
the first years of war, and its failure thereafter can not be attributed merely to 
the artistry and intelligence which went into its production, or the quantities 
in which it was produced. 

In a recent and penetrating analysis Peter Fritzsche has argued that broad 
swathes of the German public before 1945, while never accepting some of the 
most extreme implications of Nazi ideology, such as the mass murder of the Jews, 
did internalize a set of narratives which strengthened their reception of Nazi 
policies in the years of peace between 1933 and 1939, and bound them fatally 
to the regime’s actions until the last days of the war in 1945. These narratives 
included a reading of recent German history in which an initially united Volks- 
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gemeinschaft in the First World War had been undermined by a ‘stab in the back’, 
and an un-German political democracy had been thrust upon the country by 
outsiders, resulting in ‘complete moral and political chaos, the end of collective 
national life’. This perception helped to prepare the widespread acceptance of 
political repression and racial discrimination after January 1933, and genuine 
support for the ideals of the Volksgemeinschaft trumpeted by the Nazis. Using 
diaries written by Germans of differing political persuasions and social status, 
Fritzsche has analysed the emergence of a common narrative in which the war 
against Poland in 1939 was seen as a justified reassertion of German sovereignty 
and cultural superiority. After the invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, more 
and more Germans were tied to the regime by awareness of and complicity in 
crimes against the Jews and other civilians. After 1941, although victory appeared 
ever more distant, and - after Stalingrad - unattainable, this terrible knowledge, 
and an inability to conceive of anything other than a National Socialist future 
for Germany ensured that an increasingly weary population still fought on with 
enormous energy.’ 

It is striking how closely the narratives documented and explored by Fritzsche 
mirror those developed by Goebbels in the private space of his own writings as 
a young man, and subsequently propagated by him in the public sphere as a 
Nazi activist and a government minister. From this perspective, one would have 
to conclude that his vision not only of the racially pure Volksgemeinschaft, but 
also of a justified war for national survival after 1939, evoked a deep response in 
much of the German population. Goebbels’ conviction that the German people 
would fight with more commitment if their bridges were broken behind them 
after 1940 appears also to have been vindicated, and his deliberate attempt to tie 
them to the war effort by involving them in knowledge - however imprecise — of 
the mass murder of the Jews can only be seen as a success. We have to look more 
closely at the relationship between propaganda and reality, and to understand 
Goebbels properly, we must look at his own relationship with the central ideas 
he propagated. 

There are four central ideas which dominated Goebbels’ adult life, and his 
propaganda, and it is completely mistaken to think that he only adopted them 
for tactical reasons. The first was a passionate German nationalism, identified 
closely with Goebbels’ understanding of German culture, and developed during 
the First World War, when the Goebbels family shared many of the hardships 
common to others at the time. The second was a hatred of the Jews, identified 
as the enemies of Germany and German culture. We cannot say with precision 
when Goebbels developed this hatred, or why, but it was clearly central to his 
view of the world as a young adult, in the immediate post-war years, well before 
he encountered Hitler. His subsequent career as a Nazi politician, and his move to 
Berlin served only to strengthen Goebbels’ anti-Semitism, as did all his experience 
as Propaganda Minister of the ‘Third Reich’. The third was Goebbels’ belief in 
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‘socialism’, which he seems to have derived initially from his friendship with 
Richard Flisges between 1919 and 1923, and again to have developed strongly 
during his early years as a Nazi politician. Finally, there was his veneration for 
Hitler, which was so great, and so uncritical, that it was far greater than the actual 
person it was focused on. This sense is bolstered particularly by the opening and 
closing stages of Goebbels’ relationship with Hitler. Between March 1924 and July 
1925 Goebbels developed a boundless admiration for aman he had never even 
seen, based solely on his reported speeches, and on what others said or wrote 
about him. This hero-worship, which already had quasi-religious dimensions, 
appears to have fulfilled a deep and hitherto unfulfilled need for Goebbels, and 
this is reinforced if we look at the closing stages of the relationship in 1945. In the 
last months of the war it was perfectly clear to Goebbels that Hitler had actually 
failed as a leader, and that his failings were directly linked with Germany’s 
impending defeat. In his diary Goebbels was open in his criticism of Hitler’s 
unwillingness to replace key figures around him like Göring and Ribbentrop, 
whose obvious incompetence had - in Goebbels’ view - contributed significantly 
to Germany’s hopeless military and diplomatic situation. Goebbels also in the 
last weeks distanced himself from a number of Hitler’s less important decisions, 
such as his petulant demand that Sepp Dietrich’s SS men have their badges torn 
from them after the failed final offensive in Hungary in March 1945. We can only 
speculate as to whether, deep inside, Goebbels was critical of more fundamental 
decisions taken by Hitler, such as the invasion of Poland in 1939, which clearly 
risked war with Britain and France, or more importantly, the decision to invade 
Russia. When he first learnt of this, Goebbels must surely have thought back to 
his reading of Dostoyevsky and his admiration for the Russian people, but he 
never alluded to doubts in his diary, or in any public pronouncement. 

In the final weeks of the war, it is clear that although Goebbels still went 
through the routine of conferences and the outward show of decision making 
with Hitler, he had lost faith with precisely Hitler’s capacity for decision making 
and for political judgement which he had earlier prized so highly. Goebbels’ 
continued public praise for Hitler, and his private decision to kill himself and his 
children in the bunker with him can be understood largely as a commitment to 
an idealized image, to the Christ-like figure that he had imagined in 1924 before 
he actually met Hitler, an image greater, more perfect, and less flawed than any 
real human being could be. Indeed it is clear from Goebbels’ earliest writings 
about Hitler, that he saw in him the incarnation of a previously imagined ‘Fiihrer’. 
This is a critical point which has been recognized and analysed in greater detail 
by Claus-Ekkehard Bärsch, who notes that a yearning for ‘the Fiihrer’ - and he 
specifically distinguishes this from the more prosaic English-language concept 
of ‘a leader’ - was prevalent in Germany before 1914. Goebbels wrote in 1926, 
with clear reference to his own first engagement with Hitler: ‘Before the court 
in Munich, you grew in front of us into the complete form of the Führer.’ 
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Goebbels’ extraordinary success as a public speaker, journalist, and propagandist 
must be related to the conviction with which he held these four ideas, to the 
resonance they had with a wider public, and to the success with which he and 
the movement he represented implemented them, as well as to more straight- 
forward factors like his energy, his intelligence, and his ability to exploit new 
technologies. 

Goebbels’ passionate German nationalism can be clearly located in the context 
of the late Wilhelmine Empire, the First World War, and the ‘bitter, evil time’ which 
followed it. The bombastic fragility of Goebbels’ nationalism, and its assertive 
sense of victimhood after 1919 were widely shared. Not surprisingly, Goebbels 
dwelt in his speeches and writings less on the alleged physical superiority ofthe 
Germanic people - we have seen that privately he was sceptical about this - and 
more on his passionate conviction of their cultural superiority. His engagement 
with literature, music, and theatre was genuine, and his constant reference in 
public to the canonized heroes of an imagined ‘German’ cultural tradition always 
evoked a powerful response amongst people long used to thinking of themselves 
as a Kulturnation, or ‘cultural nation’, a ‘land of poets and thinkers’. Goebbels’ 
presentation of himself as a man of letters, and of wider culture, struck a deep 
chord with his audiences. His identification of the Nazi movement with well- 
known symbols of ‘German culture’, literary, musical, architectural, and visual, 
was well received not only amongst the better-off and better-educated public. 
Frequently he tied these elements together to evoke a mystical sense of shared 
ownership and community. Speaking at the opening of the Reich Theatre Festival 
in Heidelberg in 1936, Goebbels declared, typically: ‘In Heidelberg the triad 
of genuine German landscape, living history, and rich German art is ideally 
realized.’*° The presentation of Nazism as a movement which had liberated 
‘German culture’, returned it to its rightful owners, and helped to distribute its 
greatest treasures more widely amongst the Volk was a powerful propaganda tool 
precisely because it was matched by deeds. For hundreds of thousands of people 
working in different branches of the music industry, in cinema, theatre and 
the visual arts, the ‘Third Reich’ offered greatly enhanced financial and career 
opportunities until the final year of the war, not least because those identified 
as Jews were rigorously excluded after 1933. Similarly, Goebbels rejoiced, with 
most other Germans, in the great foreign policy successes achieved between 1939 
and 1941, which appeared to restore a justified sense of pride in Germany and 
an understanding of its rightful place in the world. 

Goebbels’ hatred of the Jews is more difficult to explain today, and it was more 
difficult for him to stir this feeling up amongst German audiences. From his first 
involvement with politics in 1924 until the last days in 1945 this hatred was a 
consistent theme in Goebbels’ private and public life. Unlike Hitler, who carefully 
modulated his anti-Semitism in public with an awareness of both domestic and 
international opinion, Goebbels constantly spoke and wrote about his hatred, 
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in terms which were so extreme as to be almost incredible today. He appeared at 
and associated himself with the most radical public measures taken against the 
Jews, like the boycott of Jewish shops in April 1933, the burning of the books in 
May 1933, the pogrom of November 1938, and the introduction of the yellow 
star and the deportation of German Jews ‘to the East’ in November 1941. As 
we have seen, he celebrated in print and in speeches the ‘fulfilment’ of Hitler’s 
‘prophecy’ in 1939 that the Jews would be ‘exterminated’ or ‘eradicated’. He 
typically used this unambiguous language rather than the euphemism ‘final 
solution’ preferred by others. This phrase appears only very rarely in his diaries 
or speeches. Whereas Hitler frequently gave speeches in which he did not refer 
to the Jews, and was indeed for long periods silent about this, Goebbels almost 
invariably brought the subject up when he spoke in public. 

Where did this hatred come from? We have seen how Goebbels, in a prolonged 
identity crisis or ‘second birth’ between 1917 and 1924, came to see ‘international 
Jewry’ as the source of all his own and Germany’s problems, above all in the area 
that he himself most strongly identified with, the field of culture and the arts. This 
book is not a psychoanalytical study, and this author is not qualified to speculate 
on how far Goebbels’ hatred derived from earlier periods of his life, particularly 
his childhood before the failed operation on his foot in 1907. The idealized 
portrayal he consistently gave of his mother, particularly after his father’s death 
in 1929, is so patently exaggerated as to suggest a far more complicated and 
fraught relationship with her. Although Goebbels later similarly presented a 
ludicrously idealized image of his father, we know from his diary and from 
surviving letters between them that this was far from an easy relationship. It 
may be that Goebbels projected an early acquired sense of his own worthlessness 
onto his imagined enemies as he grew through a troubled adolescence. There is 
undoubtedly a psychotic quality in the most virulent expressions of his hatred, 
some of which I have quoted in this book. 

Ron Rosenbaum, in his analysis of the origins of ‘Hitler’s evil’, was struck by 
Lucy Dawidowicz’s attention to Hitler’s frequently repeated assertions that the 
Jews would no longer be laughing as his programme of extermination unfolded 
after 1939. Rosenbaum explored this further to support his conclusion that Hitler 
was not in the least hesitant, unsure, or apologetic about the mass murder of the 
Jews, and he noted also how Hitler and Goebbels frequently laughed together 
about the discomfiture of their opponents.°' He did not remark on how Goebbels, 
recording his conversations with Hitler, invariably repeated the idea that the 
Jews would no longer have anything to laugh about. This was undoubtedly a 
shared conceit, and I think that Rosenbaum’s conclusions about Hitler can be 
extended to Goebbels. In everything Goebbels wrote and said about the Jews, 
there was never the least sense of misgiving, of uncertainty, or of remorse. When 
he cryptically alluded to the gassing of the Jews in Poland in 1942, there was a 
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sense of horror in his diary entry, but this was about the means employed - which 
he conceded were ‘quite barbaric’ - but not about the ends intended.” 

We have insufficient evidence to quantify how far Goebbels’ anti-Semitic 
propaganda influenced the wider German population. From individual accounts, 
it is clear that many were repelled by it, and equally, that many responded 
positively to it. Goebbels may have failed (as some historians have argued) to 
convince many Germans that it was necessary to kill the Jews, but there can 
be no doubt that with his constant repetition of central ideas, already well 
established in public discourse, he helped to make them more receptive to an 
escalating programme of exclusion which ended in the death of millions. How 
many Germans after 1945 have written or said that they knew nothing of the 
killing of the Jews, and would not have supported this, but that they did think 
the Jews had too great an influence in the arts, in journalism, in finance, and that 
measures to curtail this were justified? Let us give the last word on this vexed topic 
to that most perceptive of contemporary observers, Victor Klemperer. Having 
survived the British bombing of his home town of Dresden (which, coincidentally 
saved him from deportation), Klemperer, now pretending to be an ‘Aryan’, spoke 
one evening in March 1945 with a young woman. She was beginning to have 
many doubts about the course of the war, and about the Nazi regime. But, she 
said, ‘it’s only the Jews I hate, I think I’ve been influenced a bit in that’. 

The pioneering historian of the Holocaust, Raul Hilberg, assessed Goebbels’ 
role in this in 1985. Analysing the situation after the pogrom of November 
1938, he wrote: 


From now on we shall have little to say about Goebbels. While he made a few 
attempts at a comeback, his role in the destruction of the Jews was never again 
of paramount importance. As Gauleiter of Berlin, he was to have some say in 
the deportation of Jews from the capital; as Propaganda Minister and chief of 
the party’s Propaganda Office, he remained the principal dispenser of words, 
but even this function he had to share with others.“ 


In one sense, Hilberg was correct. Goebbels was not directly involved in the 
administration of the Einsatzgruppen which shot hundreds of thousands of Jews 
in Poland and the Soviet Union, or in the running of the ghettos and camps 
in which millions of Jews from all over Europe perished after July 1941. He 
was though of central importance in the destruction of the Jews, not merely in 
his role as Propaganda Minister, but as Hitler’s closest colleague and confidant. 
Every time these two men met for more than a few minutes — with only rare 
exceptions — they discussed what they called the ‘Jewish question’. We will never 
know exactly who took the initiative in these conversations, which of the two 
first suggested ideas, and which then played the role of supporter. We do know 
that Goebbels consistently advocated radical policies. Before 1939 he hoped 
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to see a ghetto established in Berlin, but this was never realized. He pressed 
Hitler to make the German Jews wear a distinguishing sign for some time before 
this policy was adopted in September 1941. From the start of the war in 1939 
Goebbels argued privately that the Jews would have to be exterminated, and 
from November 1941 he took this argument into the public sphere, using the 
mass media of newspapers and radio. Shortly before the invasion of the Soviet 
Union in June 1941, Goebbels recorded a conversation with Hitler in which he 
appears to have urged Hitler to take the opportunity to exterminate ‘that which 
we have fought against for our whole lives’. 

In the last weeks of the war, when Goebbels and Hitler reviewed the deteriorating 
situation, they consoled one another with the thought that they had at least 
dealt with the Jews. Equally striking is Goebbels’ close association with the most 
critical developments in the escalating mass murder of the Jews. Within weeks 
of the German invasion of Poland he was in LödZ, touring the area which would 
soon be established as the ghetto, the destination for so many subsequently 
deported German Jews, and many more Polish Jews. In the late summer and 
autumn of 1941, Goebbels was closely and accurately informed about the mass 
shootings of Jews in occupied areas of the former Soviet Union. Only days after 
the gas chambers started operating at Bełżec in March 1942, Goebbels knew in 
detail about what was going on there. His veiled description of this in his diary 
is, significantly, the only time he appears to have been shocked by the nature of 
the cruelties he was helping to perpetrate. Less than a month after the start of 
the deportation of the Jews from the Warsaw ghetto to their deaths in Treblinka 
in July 1942, Goebbels was in Warsaw to hear a report on this from the SS 
commander in charge of proceedings. He wrote: ‘This is apparently proceeding 
splendidly. Here the Jewish question is being handled in the right way, without 
sentimentality and without too many considerations. Only in this way can the 
Jewish question be solved.’® In March 1944, as Hitler and Goebbels contemplated 
a seizure of power in Hungary, the Jews there were uppermost in both their minds. 
Goebbels noted in his diary: ‘Hungary has 700,000 Jews. We will take care that 
they don’t slip through our fingers.’ Hundreds of thousands of Hungarian Jews 
were murdered in the months after Goebbels made this comment. In March 
1945, as the Allies penetrated into Germany itself, Goebbels wrote: ‘These Jews 
must be killed off like rats, when one has the power to do this. In Germany, 
thank God, we have already honestly taken care of this. I hope that the world 
will take an example from this.’ The last deportations of Jews from Berlin 
took place in March 1945, and from Vienna in April, days before the arrival of 
the Red Army.‘ Most other senior Nazis tried, with more or less credibility, to 
distance themselves both from the decision making behind these crimes and 
their actual implementation. Goebbels was at the heart of the process, and must 
bear a heavy responsibility. 
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There has long been confusion and misunderstanding about Goebbels’ 
commitment to ‘socialism’, a word which was part of the Nazi Party’s official 
title. Much of the confusion stems from the idea that early in his political career, 
Goebbels flirted with Bolshevism, or from the idea that he had no fixed beliefs. 
We should be clear that Goebbels, from the start of his practical involvement 
with politics in 1924, adhered to a consistent vision of ‘socialism’, one which 
resonated profoundly with many of his fellow citizens. He rejected completely 
the internationalism of Marxism, and its economic determinism, but he had a 
strong vision of a ‘socialist’ or a ‘social’ society, one of course restricted to those 
‘of German blood’. Having been brought up in conditions of real austerity, and 
experienced many financial humiliations as a young man, he had a genuine 
devotion to an ideal of communitarian solidarity, and sought actively to realize 
this as a Party activist before 1933, during the years of peace, and then in the 
increasingly difficult circumstances of the war. This was the foundation of the 
genuine popularity which Goebbels enjoyed amongst many of the population 
until the final days of the regime. It was a critical area where Goebbels’ propaganda 
appeared to chime with perceived realities. 

More importantly, the commitment to ‘socialism’ was a vital foundation of the 
genuine popularity of the Nazi regime between 1933 and 1939, and during the 
war. Götz Aly has recently recognized this in his book Hitler’s Beneficiaries, which 
explores how during the war, the territories of occupied Europe, and above all 
the Jewish populations of these areas, and of Germany itself, were systematically 
exploited to maintain and even to improve living standards in Germany until 
the last months of the war.” Goebbels again played a direct part in this, using 
his favoured Nazi charities like the National Socialist People’s Welfare, and the 
Winter Help schemes as a conduit to channel the clothes and possessions of Jews 
to ‘Aryans’ in Germany, and as the war progressed, particularly to alleviate the 
sufferings of those bombed out in Allied raids. The directness of this relationship 
may be glimpsed in one of the dozens of letters written to Magda Goebbels by 
members of the public, in January 1942. The letter, written four days after the 
Wannsee conference, was from a woman who was unhappy with her current 
accommodation. Politely she asked Magda whether she might be able to help 
her exchange her flat for a larger one, perhaps one previously occupied by Jews.” 
From its inception in 1933 Goebbels followed closely the fortunes of the Winter 
Help scheme; he spoke every year at the public meeting where its achievements 
were trumpeted, and was enthusiastic about the material benefits it brought to 
the neediest members of the Volksgemeinschaft. Goebbels may not have known 
specifically about the complaint made by the Winter Help in Posen in January 
1943, that many of the clothes it had been provided with by the ghetto admin- 
istration in Lodz were unsuitable because they were dirty, with blood stains, and 
yellow stars still attached, but he knew, like the authors of the complaint, that 
these clothes were taken from murdered Jews.” During the war, as the strains 
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on the German people grew, Goebbels frequently noted what he perceived as 
the differing levels of cohesion between the ‘social’ organization of the German 
Volksgemeinschaft and that of enemy countries like Britain, or allied countries 
like Hungary. He was in no doubt that the ‘social’ organization of Nazi Germany 
contributed enormously to its capacity to continue the war. 

The fourth of Goebbels’ guiding beliefs, his faith in Hitler, was also widely 
replicated amongst the German people. It is tempting to see in Hitler a replacement 
for the father Goebbels had so sorely disappointed, and with whom he was unable 
to communicate, but this is too facile. There were times when Hitler played out 
a father role to Goebbels, but he was less than ten years older than Goebbels, 
and more often they met and communicated as colleagues and friends, albeit 
in a relationship that was always unequal. When it came to Magda’s affections, 
they clearly competed, particularly in 1931 when they both first got to know 
her. Goebbels wrote then, in a moment of triumph (having secured Magda’s 
consent to marriage): 


Poor, dear Hitler! I will stay eternally loyal to you! He also is seeking a good 
woman, whom he will later marry. I found Magda. Lucky devil. We will all 
three be good to one another.” 


Although this might be dismissed as sentimental hyperbole, there is evidence 
that the three of them did place great store by the contract they entered into 
here. They stood by one another and assumed a mutual responsibility after the 
killing of their enemies in the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ in 1934, and during the 
Goebbels’ prolonged marital crisis in 1938 and 1939. The decision of Joseph and 
Magda Goebbels, made both as individuals and as a couple, to take their children 
into the bunker with Hitler in the last days of the war, and to take all their lives 
there, was not an isolated or surprising act, but one which was fully consistent 
with their behaviour of the previous 14 years, and which acknowledged their 
shared responsibility with Hitler for the actions taken during those years. 

It was also fully consistent, in Joseph Goebbels’ case, with his whole adult life. 
The threads of ‘destiny’ and ‘sacrifice’ had been with him since his adolescence, 
even before the First World War. As a boy of 15 he had written poetry addressed 
to his ‘dead friend’, and mused upon leaving the world, ‘with all its joys’. Before 
he met Hitler or joined the Nazi Party he had mythologized the death of Richard 
Flisges, and greeted him ‘in the Empire of the dead’. His first article in the Nazi 
Party newspaper was titled ‘Idea and Sacrifice’, and in July 1926, speaking in 
Munich, he described participation in the Nazi Party as ‘a fight for life and death’. 
He had written in 1926, in typically biblical language, a passage addressed to 
‘Dear, honoured Adolf Hitler’: 
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The ring around you stands united, sees in you the bearer of the idea which 
through thought and form binds us until the inexpressible end: the Legion 
of the Future, which is determined through doubt and agony to travel the 
terrible path to the end. Then a day may come, when everything collapses. We 
will not collapse. Then an hour may come, where the mob celebrates around 
you and shouts and calls ‘crucify him!’ We shall stand like iron and call and 
sing ‘Hosannah!’ Then the Phalanx of the Last, who themselves do not fear 
death, shall stand around you.” 


His cult of ‘the unknown SA man’, and his elevation of the funerals of ‘martyrs’ 
like Horst Wessel to central rituals of the Party were not mere propaganda 
stunts. When his first daughter was born in 1932 Goebbels wrote: ‘God grant 
that this child shall only live and breathe in a free Germany.’”* His idea of a 
‘free’ Germany is not one which all agreed with, then or since, but this was not 
empty rhetoric. 

Goebbels was able, in a way that few can, to play out his personal life drama 
in the larger arena of history. Through his association with Hitler and with the 
Nazi Party he was able to project his unresolved personal conflicts onto the 
broader stage of first German, and then international politics. It is part of the 
larger tragedy of the first half of the twentieth century that such an obviously 
unbalanced, but talented individual was able to see his individual problems 
reflected in the wider constellation of politics and international relations, and 
was given the opportunities and the power to try to resolve them in the public 
sphere, with fatal consequences not only for himself and his immediate family, 
but for so many others. 
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